
 

Virus surge tests limits of primary health
care in Europe

January 5 2022, by Aritz Parra

  
 

  

A medical worker prepares to perform nasal tests, at a COVID-19 testing site, in
Nantes, western France, Friday, Dec. 31, 2021. An unprecedented number of
coronavirus infections is once again exposing the underfunding and shortcomings
of public health care systems, even in developed parts of Europe. Credit: AP
Photo/Jeremias Gonzalez, File
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Like many people, Alberto Pérez of Madrid used a home test to discover
that his headache and cold-like symptoms were caused by COVID-19.

Unable to contact his local health center, where calls went unanswered
and online appointments were booked up for the following week, he
turned to a hospital emergency room for confirmation. After waiting
three hours to be seen, health workers there agreed with his self-
diagnosis but provided no PCR test to ensure a more reliable result.

"The nurse seeing me said that, because I had not lost my sense of taste
or smell, I had the omicron variant," said Pérez, 39, who works as an
online game developer in the Spanish capital. "But how could she
know?"

Overwhelmed by people wanting tests, requiring medication or needing
certificates to excuse their absence from work, primary health care
services in Spain are operating well past their limit during the current
phase of the coronavirus pandemic. The omicron variant has fueled the
latest surge of infections, although data shows it produces less-severe
disease than earlier strains.

Family doctors are usually the first stop for health care in Europe. They
and primary care nurses are viewed as vital to helping prevent sickness,
keeping the pressure off hospitals and providing continuity of care.
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Nurse Marie-Laure Satta caresses her face during a pause in her New Year's Eve
shift in the COVID-19 intensive care unit at the la Timone hospital in Marseille,
southern France, Dec. 31, 2021. An unprecedented number of coronavirus
infections is once again exposing the underfunding and shortcomings of public
health care systems, even in developed parts of Europe. Credit: AP Photo/Daniel
Cole, File

In a country that only a few weeks ago thought itself relatively safe
because more than 80% of the target population is fully vaccinated, the
mounting workload in Spain has prompted doctors and nurses to cancel
regular checkups for conditions other than COVID-19 and postpone
visits to vulnerable people at home.

On Tuesday, Spanish hospitals cared for nearly 13,000 COVID-19
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patients—the highest number since February. Nearly 2,000 were in
ICUs, the most in almost five months.

Because Pérez's positive test had been taken at home, neither the
hospital nor his local health center would spare the much-needed
resources to give him a PCR test. The PCR samples can be sequenced to
determine virus variants, something nobody did with Pérez or with many
thousands of other positive cases from home tests in Spain.

  
 

  

Suzanne, 5, is tested for COVID-19 in Albigny-sur-Saone, outside Lyon, central
France, Jan. 4, 2022. An unprecedented number of coronavirus infections is
once again exposing the underfunding and shortcomings of public health care
systems, even in developed parts of Europe. Credit: AP Photo/Laurent Cipriani,
File
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"You are left with the feeling that there are no resources, that they have
no people, and that all they do is cover up the reality by sending people
home," Pérez said.

Caroline Berchet, a health economist at the Paris-based Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development, says primary health care in
Europe has been underfunded and understaffed for a long time. The
pandemic has simply exposed the resulting frailties in the system.

"Investment in primary health care is not enough across Europe" and
beyond, Berchet said. In the 38 OECD member countries, which include
the United States, on average only 13% of health spending in 2019 was
devoted to primary health care, compared with 28% on in-patient care.

"Primary health care requires better funding and investment in all
(OECD) countries," she said, to ensure more staff, more training, better
pay and working conditions, and a more flexible delivery of care.
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People queue outside a local health center in Madrid, Spain, Tuesday, Jan. 4,
2022. An unprecedented number of coronavirus infections is once again
exposing the underfunding and shortcomings of public health care systems, even
in developed parts of Europe. Spain is especially feeling the crunch. Credit: AP
Photo/Paul White

Paloma Repila, a spokeswoman for SATSE, the biggest Spanish union
representing nurses, said that fewer hospitalizations in the current surge
mean that many people with milder symptoms are having a "brutal
impact" on local health centers.

"Infection rates are so high that we are taking the pandemic out of the
health care setting and we are asking people to be their own carers," she
said.
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"Individual responsibility is great, but asking people to self-diagnose, to
deal with their own medical leave and to be left without any follow-up
by professionals, is extremely worrisome."

In France, years of funding cuts to the public health system are blamed
for shortages of doctors in rural areas.

There's a similar problem in Italy, where general practitioners are feeling
the weight of the latest surge as well as the burdens of increased
paperwork to certify people are safe to return to work and school,
officials say.

  
 

  

People wearing face masks to curb the spread of COVID-19 queue for a
COVID-19 test at La Paz hospital in Madrid, Spain, Dec. 28, 2021. An
unprecedented number of coronavirus infections is once again exposing the
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underfunding and shortcomings of public health care systems, even in developed
parts of Europe. Spain is especially feeling the crunch. Credit: AP Photo/Manu
Fernandez, File

Repila, the Spanish union spokeswoman, said authorities should be
worried about the consequences.

"If you take the test at home, what variant of the virus do you have? We
don't know," she said. "Everything, including the length of self-isolation
periods, is being decided based on sequencing that isn't happening."

Even the daily figures that provide headlines and inform the response by
experts and policymakers are once again out of sync, like they were at
the beginning of the pandemic. That's because home test results are not
being reported to overwhelmed health centers, either because phones are
not being answered, because there are no appointments, or because
people are simply not bothering.

Health Minister Carolina Darias last week appealed for people to report
their positive tests, even when they show no symptoms or if they decide
to stay at home with mild ones.
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People line up at a rapid swab testing site in Rome, Dec. 30, 2021. An
unprecedented number of coronavirus infections is once again exposing the
underfunding and shortcomings of public health care systems, even in developed
parts of Europe. Credit: AP Photo/Andrew Medichini, File

Unions and other professional groups say medical personnel cannot cope
with the number of phone calls, video-assisted consultations and requests
for tests, advice, treatment or issuing certificates for people who need to
justify an absence from work.

Contact tracing, once viewed as a key to halting the pandemic, is
something that has been long forgotten.

Primary care has been out of the media and public attention for much of
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the pandemic, when most of the concern was focused on the capacity to
cope with the flow of patients into hospitals and intensive care units.

But labor groups and professional associations say the problems began
much earlier, the result of years of underfunding that has led to many
temporary contracts for medical staff and poor health facilities.

After the 2008 European debt crisis, a conservative government in Spain
imposed strict austerity measures that meant significant budget cuts for
the public health system. Similar cuts occurred elsewhere in Europe.

  
 

  

A nurse waits for a blood sample analysis in the COVID-19 intensive care unit at
the la Timone hospital in Marseille, southern France, Dec. 31, 2021. An
unprecedented number of coronavirus infections is once again exposing the
underfunding and shortcomings of public health care systems, even in developed
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parts of Europe. Credit: AP Photo/Daniel Cole, File

  
 

  

People queue outside a local health center in Madrid, Spain, Tuesday, Jan. 4,
2022. An unprecedented number of coronavirus infections is once again
exposing the underfunding and shortcomings of public health care systems, even
in developed parts of Europe. Spain is especially feeling the crunch. Credit: AP
Photo/Paul White
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People wearing face masks queue for a COVID-19 test at La Paz hospital in
Madrid, Spain, Dec. 28, 2021. An unprecedented number of coronavirus
infections is once again exposing the underfunding and shortcomings of public
health care systems, even in developed parts of Europe. Spain is especially
feeling the crunch. Credit: AP Photo/Manu Fernandez, File
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Cars line up at a rapid swab testing drive-thru site in Rome, Dec. 30, 2021. An
unprecedented number of coronavirus infections is once again exposing the
underfunding and shortcomings of public health care systems, even in developed
parts of Europe. Credit: AP Photo/Andrew Medichini, File
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People wearing face masks to protect against the spread of coronavirus walk
along a commercial street in downtown Madrid, Spain, Dec. 8, 2021. An
unprecedented number of coronavirus infections is once again exposing the
underfunding and shortcomings of public health care systems, even in developed
parts of Europe. Spain is especially feeling the crunch. Credit: AP Photo/Manu
Fernandez, File
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People line up outside a pharmacy for COVID-19 swab tests, in front of Milan's
Duomo gothic cathedral, Italy, Dec. 23, 2021. An unprecedented number of
coronavirus infections is once again exposing the underfunding and shortcomings
of public health care systems, even in developed parts of Europe. Credit: AP
Photo/Luca Bruno, File

Spain's center-left Socialist government last month unveiled a plan to
improve the quality and accessibility of primary health care in the next
two years. Critics said the move was overdue.

Ten days after completing his quarantine at his Madrid home, Pérez, the
online game developer, kept testing positive with home kits but was still
struggling to get an appointment with his general practitioner. His health
center, which he finally reached by phone, told him to stay home for the
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New Year's holiday, and offered a phone call the following week.

"There are no doctors or nurses and then we are left to deal with this on
our own," Pérez said. "How is that not linked?"

© 2022 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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