
News and analysis
Nouvelles et analyses

The federal government is going to
boost population-health initiatives
with new funding,
Health Minister Allan
Rock said during a
speech at the CMA’s
132nd annual meeting
in August. Mean-
while, the CMA Gen-
eral Council has ap-
proved a series of
resolutions designed
to strengthen the
physician’s place at
the forefront of health
promotion. In gen-
eral, population
health is a concept in
which the emphasis is on the health of
the entire population, not the health of
an individual. The accent, therefore, is
on health improvement via health pro-
motion, not by the provision of acute
or individual care. Many doctors dis-
agree with the concept, since they treat
patients — and their problems — indi-
vidually.

Rock told delegates that health pro-
motion and disease prevention would
be a priority from “this day forward.” 

“Sustaining our health care in the
long term depends on our ability to
improve the health of Canadians,”
Rock said. He said diabetes alone costs
the system $9 billion a year — along
with 25 000 deaths — and two-thirds
of Canadians lead “dangerously inac-
tive lives.” 

The minister also promised new
money. “I am not talking about taking
money from care and cure to spend it
on prevention and promotion,” he said.
“I know only too well how badly those
dollars are needed where they are. I do
not regard this as an either-or proposi-
tion. I think we have to focus on both.” 

Meanwhile, Dr. Cynthia Forbes,
chair of the CMA’s Council on Health
Care and Promotion, pointed out that
physicians have “lagged behind in the
population-health debate.” The CMA

addressed this through resolutions that
called for collaboration with others to

improve population
health, promotion of
the positive ways the
health care system af-
fects Canadian health,
ensuring that public
policies consider poten-
tial health conse-
quences and promotion
of medical and social
interventions to ensure
an optimal start to life
for children.

Forbes said physi-
cians are often antago-
nistic toward propo-

nents of the population-health model,
in part because of their concerns that
it will undermine acute care. “[Popula-
tion] health has become a highly
politicized health rhetoric used as a
shield to justify spending cuts,” said
Forbes.

She added that the public fails to ap-
preciate and understand the services of-
fered by physicians, such as smoking-
cessation and hypertension-control pro-
grams. In addition, physicians are con-
cerned that the evidence-based approach
to care isn’t being applied to population
health. — Barbara Sibbald, CMAJ

Ottawa signals new interest in population health
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First-ever Webcast of annual meeting

It took 132 years, but for the first time CMA members could watch goings-
on at general council without being there — all they had to do was turn on
their office computer. “It was part of an initiative to communicate to mem-
bers across the country,” explains CMA Secretary General Peter Vaughan, a
strong proponent of using new technology to improve communications.
Only about 250 delegates represent the CMA’s 46 000 members at General
Council. “We’re trying to use technology to be open and transparent to
everybody about what the association does,” says Vaughan.

The Webcast at www.cma.ca covered the opening ceremonies, speeches
by CMA President Hugh Scully and federal Health Minister Allan Rock, the
debate over motions and much more. It ran for all 3 days of General Council
from Aug. 23-25. The success of the Webcast is now being evaluated. “It was
a good first step,” says Vaughan. 

Allan Rock: new emphasis on
population health

Dentists sour about
amount of sugar 
in drugs

The Canadian Dental Association
(CDA) has rung the alarm bell
about the amount of sweetener
used in both prescription and over-
the-counter drugs in Canada. “The
sugar content of the formulations is
from 20% to 80%, and patients at
particular risk include those with
special needs and infants on long-
term medications who have not yet
established proper oral hygiene,” a
motion approved recently by the
CDA board states. “The presence
in the mouth of sweet syrupy med-
ications can contribute to high
rates of dental caries, such as those
seen in early childhood caries.”

The CDA says doctors should
prescribe drugs that use sugar sub-
stitutes whenever possible and that
drug labels should indicate sugar
content to help in the search for
alternatives. “High-sugar-content
medications such as oral elixirs,
suspensions and chewable medica-
tions should include warnings,”
the CDA added. It also wants drug
companies to replace sugar with
sugar substitutes.
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