Foreign Operations

With health care costs rocketing out of reach, Americans are GOING ABROAD
FOR SURGERY.It's cheap — very cheap — but is it safe? By Brad Reagan

N THE RIDE FROM THE ATRPORT TO THE | doors and ensconced in a private room with marble

hospital, Scott Johnson’s driver carved a path

through a chaotic sea of bodies and rickshaws
clogging the streets of Delhi. More than once the car
had to steer around cows, which stepped among piles
of garbage in the road and contributed to the pungent
stench in the air. Johnson couldn’t be blamed for think-
ing, Why did I come to India for major surgery? Mo-
ments later, however, he was through a set of glass

floors and plush chairs, watching ESPN.

Because of a pinched nerve in his neck, Johnson
suffered from intense pain and limited mobility in his
shoulders and arms; he couldnt even hold his new-
born son. But, like nearly 46 million other Americans,
the 43-year-old textile importer did not have health
insurance. As a result, an operation to relieve his pain
would have cost him $50,000 at his local hospital near

Duluth, Minnesota. His trip to Delhi, including travel
and medical costs, set him back less than $8,000. Six
months after surgery, Johnson says he feels great. “Tt
was nicer than any hospital in America I've ever been
to,” he says, and doctors let him recuperate for six days
before discharging him. “Here in America, they want
to kick you out as soon as they can.”

Medical tourism gained popularity in the lare
1990s, primarily among Westerners looking for cheap
plastic surgery, which is generally not covered by
health insurance. “Eighty percent of what we do is
cosmetic, but that is slowly starting to change,” says
Patrick Marsek, managing director of MedRetreat, a
Maryland-based agency that plans foreign trips for
patients. The prices at even elite private hospitals
overseas are unbelievably attractive: A heart-valve
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