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onresident welfare aid pushed

Citizens seek medical coverage for uninsured foreigners

By YOSHIKO ISHIHARA
Staff writer

KOBE — Five Kobe citizens

are challenging the central-

government policy of with-
holding public welfare assis-
tance for medical treatment
from foreigners who lack per-
manent residential status.

In a claim filed with the
city’s administrative inspec-
tion committee, the five citi-
zens have amBEa& that Ko-
be Mayor Kazutoshi Sasaya-
ma demand the government
pay a proportion of the medi-
cal costs for a Sri Lankan stu-
dent who suffered a brain
hemorrhage in March 1990,
The cost ended up being be-
yond the patient’s means.

Yuichi Hida, 41, one of the
five citizens, hags never met
the patient. Wcm he said the
group's action was not just to
help the student personally,
but to highlight concerns

shared by people around Ja--

pan that humanitarian aid
should be available to any for-
eigners in need.

The request by the group is
reportedly the first such ac-
tion in the country.

The student, David Godwin

Christopher, had no health in-
surance coverage when he
had to spend three weeks in a
hospital during a time when
he was studying at a local
Japanese language school. He
later returned home.

Since he as well as his Japa-
nese guarantors were unable
to pay the ¥1.6 million medi-
cal costs, the Kobe govern-
ment applied with the Nation-
al Assistance Law and paid
the patient’s medical fees in
expectation that the central
government would pay back
75 percent, as stipulated by
the law.

* The law says public welfare
should include medical treat-

ment for the underprivileged.

However, the Health and
Welfare Ministry told the city
to cancel the application, stat-
ing that foreigners without
permanent residential status
cannot receive public welfare
assistance.

Kobe in turn did not seek
central government payvment.

Although the law stipulates
that beneficiaries are limited
te Japanese, a 1954 ministry
directive extended its appli-
cation to foreigners. .

A ministry official said the

directive is designed to assist
only foreigners with perma-
nent residential status, such
as Korean residents. But Hida
claims it covers those without
such status.

"Discriminating against
foreigners in offering basic
human needs, such as emer-
gency medical care,. should
never be allowed,” said Hida,
director of the Kobe Student
Youth Center. He has long
been committed to eliminat-
ing discrimination against
Koreans. )

Apparently afraid that sim-
ilar cases might happen, the
ministry stressed the law's
limitation at meetings with lo-
cal officials in charge of pub-
lic welfare in October 1990.

Makoto Okada, a Kobe mu-
nicipal official in charge of
public welfare assistance,
said the application was an
expedient based on humani-
tarianism.

Although _commnmm are
obliged to follow central gov-
ernment directives, they of-
ten find themselves in a di-
lemma when forced to apply
these policies to individuals.
Their concerns also extend to

foreigners who stay or work
illegally. .

Twelve major cities in the
couniry, including Kobe,
jointly submitfed a letter to
the ministry in September,
requesting action to allow not
only foreigners without per-
manent residential status but
also those staying illegally to
receive benefits on humani-
tarian grounds.

“Medical institutions have
also criticized the existing
policy, ard welfare offices
are confused about how to
cope with such cases,” the Jet-
ter says.

Hida also believes 38&:-
ers in the country illegaily
should be covered by such
public assistance,

“Controlling illegal foreign-
ers by law is one thing. But,
helping. such foreigners in
emergency situations by pro-
viding medical treatment is
another thing,” he said.

The city’s administrative
inspection committee is ex-
pected to give an answer to
the group's request by late
January. If it is turned down,
the group plans to file a law-
suit against the central gov-
ernment,
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