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Comments to the Senate Select Committee on Medicare
I am gravely concerned by the current proposals to change the Medicare system.  Universal healthcare has been an important feature of Australian society since the introduction of Medibank by the Whitlam Government.  So many years down the track, access to healthcare is something that society expects.  We even take it for granted, simply because it is now a part of our way of life.  The Medicare levy that is paid through our taxes is accepted by everyone, simply because we know that medical help is there whenever we need it, and we have already paid for it.  

Changes to this system to means test bulk billing will cause people to question why they are still paying the Medicare levy when a large portion of the population is unable to access the bulk billing system.  We don’t want to pay for this service twice.  We will be paying the Medicare levy, as well as paying for our consultations.  Presently there are exemptions for low income earners, pensioners, veterans etc, but how long will that last for.  

This is about protecting the thin edge of the wedge from what will certainly end up as being a full user pays system for all without exemption.  

Our Medicare system is the envy of the world, and yet this government wants to change it.  It is moving towards a user pays system and it fails to care for those that need healthcare.  Do we really want to change to a system where the quality of care administered is determined by one’s ability to pay?  We should be proud that everyone has equal access to healthcare, whether they be rich or poor.

The private health insurance rebate encourages a two tier system, of those that can and cannot afford to take out coverage.  Even with the rebate, the astronomical rises in the cost of private health insurance are making it increasingly difficult for people to maintain their coverage.  The government is artificially propping up the private health insurers, rather than investing in healthcare for everyone.   Private healthcare companies always seem to be able to make a profit, yet they continually ask for increased government funding.   The ACCC should have the opportunity to fully investigate the practices of the private health insurers to ensure that the money invested worthwhile expenditure.  This money should be spent on healthcare services for the whole community, not on people that are rich enough to be able to afford private health insurance.
The extension of federal funding to allied and dental health is an outstanding idea.  It was most regrettable that just because the idea was introduced by Paul Keating during the 1996 federal election, the coalition has not found it to be worth giving real consideration to.  Dental care in this country is problematic.  It is way too expensive for normal people to be able to access as is required, and whilst families are most likely to try to keep childrens’ appointments regular, adults will often forego treatment due to the costs.  So many people throughout society will go without seeing a dentist because of the costs; they just put up with the excruciating pain and/or take painkillers, until the tooth is damaged well beyond repair.  Expanding the scope of Medicare to cover dental and allied healthcare services would be well received, even if a change to the amount of the Medicare rebate was required.
The allocation of provider numbers to doctors should be expanded.   Medical students are finding that their ability to put their skills to work is hindered by an inability to gain a provider number to allow them to practice.  The availability of more provider numbers would allow more doctors to practice medicine, enabling the public to easily gain access to a doctor.  In turn this would increase competition in metropolitan areas.  Currently, doctors are getting away with charging high fees because they know that patients have no other option, but with competition, more doctors would bulk bill, thereby getting paid at the standard rate, whilst patients are not out of pocket.  
Having said this, the costs to run a medical practice have risen significantly for doctors over the past decade or so.   Insurance is a major problem, but there are also rising costs to be met for equipment and hygiene requirements.  The Medicare rebate needs to rise in order to ensure that doctors are able to practice and maintain their business at a reasonable profit.  
Medicare is the cornerstone of our healthcare system it guarantees everyone access to quality medical services throughout Australia.  I sincerely hope that it is not destroyed.
