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BEIJING: Walking into the apartment, Dr
Lu Qi saw an elderly man rubbing his
head over and over in distress. His right
eye was hanging from its socket and a
growth protruded from one ear.

The retired professor, who had been
suffering from nose cancer, could no long-
er speak and could barely see. But blood-
ied tears streamed down his cheeks when
he was able to comprehend that a doctor
had finally come to see him.

As he fumbled to get off his seat to
kowtow in gratitude to Dr Lu, she sobbed
as well.

For Dr Lu – a doctor of internal medi-
cine for 37 years and a hospital adminis-
trator for another 15 years – that shock-
ing, troubling scene was emblematic of
China’s current struggle to take care of
its terminally ill.

“I had never realised a patient with
late-stage cancer would be waiting for
death at home like that, with no dignity
at all,” Dr Lu said, recalling the episode
that took place last April.

That convinced her to start a palliative
care service at the community health cen-
tre in west Beijing’s Deshengmen area
where she works, offering needy or des-
perate patients solace in their final days.

Her non-profit centre, set up in Octo-
ber to offer medical advice and prescrip-
tions for terminally ill patients who are
dying at home, is extremely rare in this
vast and rapidly ageing country of 1.3 bil-
lion.

A 2008 study by the Chinese Associa-
tion for Life Care, a Beijing-based group
affiliated to the Heath Ministry, found
just two other such centres countrywide.

Even as China’s economy booms and
medical care improves by leaps and
bounds, the country has just 30 hospices
and about 120 palliative care facilities sit-
ed within hospitals, private and public, ac-
cording to the association.

It did not surprise many local experts
that a Quality of Death Index commis-
sioned by Singapore’s Lien Foundation
last year – surveying 40 countries on
their provision of end-of-life care –
found China ranked a poor 37th spot. Sin-
gapore was in 18th place.

Britain, where a hospice care move-
ment led by charities started in the late
1960s, topped the index, followed by Aus-
tralia and New Zealand.

According to another study by the Chi-

nese Association for Life Care in 2009,
China has more than seven million cancer
patients, with two million new cases eve-
ry year. Nine in 10 patients with
late-stage cancer do not get help for pain
relief or control, the report said, citing
contrasting data on the proportion of
end-stage cancer patients receiving pain
treatment in other regions: 90 per cent in
Singapore, 85 per cent in Hong Kong and
80 per cent in Taiwan.

While some Chinese hospitals now of-
fer the best treatments, including those
for cancer patients, most do not accept
the terminally ill, said Dr Lu.

She told The Straits Times: “Patients
whom the hospital feels it can’t do more
for are turned away. It’s understandable.
The hospitals face long queues for beds
and they need to make a profit.”

That leaves many terminally ill pa-
tients with the sole option of living out

their final days at home – with more pain
and distress than necessary, say local ex-
perts, some of whom are urging the gov-
ernment to urgently increase funding and
support for hospice care services.

As in the case of the retired professor,
who cannot be named because of privacy
concerns, his wife had taken him from
one hospital to another but could not get
any to take him in, said Dr Lu, who man-
aged to get him warded at their local com-
munity hospital for the final 20 days of
his life.

“His old prescriptions were already
useless for the level of pain he was feeling
then. His wife was racked with guilt that
she couldn’t find him good care,” said Dr
Lu.

“Palliative care is all about helping to
manage patients’ pain, giving them and
their family members psychological sup-
port and helping them die with dignity.”

Local experts cite a number of practi-
cal hurdles to providing better care for
China’s dying. Key among them was the
lack of funding and trained staff.

The state encourages the setting up of
retirement homes and offers investors
and operators subsidies for every bed
space they provide. In contrast, there are
no such incentives for hospice operators,
said Mr Qian Weirong of the Chinese As-
sociation for Life Care.

Caregivers in hospices have no special-
ised training or certification, he said, not-
ing though that the government is start-
ing to provide funding for pilot training
programmes.

The key reason China still has only pal-
try palliative care facilities is a poor per-
ception and understanding of death and
dying, noted Mr Zhu Lin, deputy director
of Song Tang Hospice in east Beijing.

Indeed, in the Lien Foundation study,
China ranked last on an index measuring
public awareness of end-of-life care.
Death is still taboo for many, with the nu-
meral four – which sounds like “death”
in Chinese – often skipped in apartment
blocks and on car licence plates.

“Many people still ask me, ‘Aren’t you
scared to work there?’ ” said Mr Zhu, who
has worked for seven years at the
400-bed hospice, which sees two to eight
deaths daily.  

But in the story of Song Tang, one of
China’s first two hospices, one can see a
slow but sure shift in Chinese people’s at-
titudes towards death.

The hospice, which sparked protests
by superstitious local residents when it
was set up in a west Beijing neighbour-
hood in the late 1980s, now draws droves
of volunteers every weekend.

However, even patients and their fami-
lies still sometimes refer to the place as
“one stop before the crematorium”.

Patient Wang Binghua, 77, who has
been at Song Tang for six years, said:
“I’ve seen so many patients cry and cry
when they get here. I tell them not to, be-
cause one day we will all die and we
should accept it.”

Better hospice care facilities may well
come about when more people in China
make that mental shift. But as Mr Zhu
put it: “That huge task might take one or
two generations to accomplish.”

He added: “In the meantime, we
should do our best to take care of the dy-
ing in our midst. They have lived through
a most tumultuous 100 years in China’s
history and deserve to die with dignity.”
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Dr Lu Qi tending to a cancer patient. She started a non-profit palliative care centre in west Beijing last October to
offer medical advice and prescriptions for terminally ill patients dying at home.

Patient Wang Binghua, 77, suffers from severe anaemia and has been at east Beijing’s Song Tang Hospice, one of only 30 hospices in China, for six years. ST PHOTOS: SIM CHI YIN
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