THE MEDICAL SERVICES IN FRANCE

(From the point of view of a well informed English paper)

“Health care and health facilities in France are excellent. Standards are high ; the public and private sectors operate alongside one another and the quality of treatment offered by each one is virtually the same. It should be noted also, that there is no lack of capacity. You will not have to wait for treatment or for a bed and unless you are hospitalised in an emergency, you can go into a clinic or a general hospital of your choice. It is worth a comment that a ward in French hospital generally consist of not more than four beds and usually only two in the more modern establishments. Private rooms are readily available. A recent report on world medical care produced by Which for the British Medical association placed France before all other countries in the world.

It is worthy of note that establishments and practitioners in France are comprehensively classified by the state. Two principal classifications are “Conventionné” and “Non-Conventionné”. Conventionné means that the doctor, consultant, clinic …etc, has agreed, subject to certain variations, to observe the price levels negotiated by their associations.

The price level is known as “Tarif de Convention” and on it the whole system of charging and re-imbursements is based. Both the state service and the French insurance companies use percentages of the “Tarif de Convention” to define the payments they will make.

Most of the private clinics, doctors you can find are “Conventionnés”. 

The French system is probably very different from anything you have experienced before. For instance you do not register with a doctor, you go wherever you please. You pay the bill before leaving and then claim re-imbursement to the state health scheme ( CPAM). The doctor you have chosen may keep a record of your visit on his computer but you keep copies of such things as X-rays, specialist reports and the like yourself.

The French service however, unlike the UK National Health Service is not a completely free service so even if you are registered with CPAM you need a top-up insurance policy. 

The notion that private insurance and private treatment is superior to publicly provided treatment is possibly correct in many countries but it is not valid in France. The fact is the state system supplemented by  good top-up is superior in many respects, to any health insurance that the private sector could offer as affordable prices.

The public service does not impose any age limit, there is no medical test, anyone will be accepted without question regardless of their physical condition. Treatment in the best private establishments is freely available at the patients choice. CPAM settles its share of hospital bills direct and reimbursement of cash payments for such items as routine visits to the doctor are automatic and made within few days.”. 

JOINING THE FRENCH STATE SYSTEM ( C.M.U.)

On 1st January 2000 there was an event of great significance to all residents of France : La “Couverture Maladie Universelle” (CMU) came into being.

The enacting law N° 99-641 of 27th July 1999 provides that all residents of Mainland France and her overseas departments will have the right to State Healthcare ( French NHS) at a relatively low cost and that it will even be free and complete for the poorer sections of the community. 

Entitlement to State Healthcare

If you are in employment or of retirement age and have a registration with a European Form E121 you will be covered by the State health insurance anyway. Otherwise there is a proposition under French law to enable you to join.

The principle qualification is stable and regular residence for not less than three months. You are also expected to satisfy the legal regulations of residence by applying for a “Carte de Séjour”.

You should note that if you are resident in France you are obliged by law (99-641 & 95-116) to apply for affiliation to the state heath care system. The cover provided by the state, may not be replaced by private health insurance policies and you are advised to make an application as soon as you reasonably can.

The cost of joining CMU 

The subscription or “Cotisation” is based on income threshold ( Figures 01/01/2001) 

The threshold of annual income are :

-Single person 

42,000 FRF

- Couple


63,000 FRF

- Three persons

75,600 FRF

- Four persons


88,200 FRF

Thereafter add 16,800 FRF for every additional person.


If your taxable income is in excess of the threshold appropriate to your situation then a threshold amount is deducted and you must pay 8% of the difference. Your CPAM Office will be able to make the calculations for you and all the further information required. 

( When you reach retirement age if you apply for and receive an E121 you will not have to continue paying)

As an example :

A single person – taxable income : 100,000 FRF

The calculation is : 100,000 – 42,000 

= 58,000  x 8% = 4640 FRF a year.

This payment provides cover basic medical care. A private top-up policy will be needed as well. 

