GEELONG ETHNIC COMMUNITIES COUNCIL
153 PAKINGTON STREET
GEELONG WEST   VIC   3218

The Secretary,

Senate Select Committee on Medicare,

Suite S1 30, Parliament House,

CANBERRA, A.C.T. 2600

Dear Sir/Madam,

Thank you very much for the opportunity to comment on the Senate’s Medicare enquiry.

The only regional umbrella organization made up from 30 different affiliated ethnic communities and constituting the Committee of Management of the Geelong Migrant Resource Centre, we provide direct services to newly arrived migrants, refugee and humanitarian entrants, longer term residents of migrant backgrounds, as well as unemployed and young people in the general community.

In relation to the above enquiry, we have always prided ourselves in being able to say to clients that health/medical services in Australia are available to all permanent Australian residents and citizens on the basis of need, regardless of colour, race or creed and that there are no tiers within the Medicare Health System.  Overall, for migrants settling in Australia, the Medicare/Health Care System has significantly reduced and allayed feelings of ‘second class citizen.’

In providing information to clients about settlement in Australia, we explain their visas and entitlements.  In all our transactions we have found that access to Medicare has been of paramount importance to them and their families.  Our key concerns with the proposed changes are succinctly outlined below.

All applicants to migrate to Australia, except for refugee/humanitarian entrants, pay a First Application Charge for their application to be valid and be processed.  Part of the criteria they must satisfy are the health and character requirements.  They must be in good health to be granted a visa which is basically to minimize costs incurred.

· Presently, those who have applied successfully and become lawfully resident and residing legally in Australia can access Medicare.  Under the proposed changes to Medicare, particularly the creation of a two tier system, such residents together with those sponsored by a relative under the Family Stream and covered by an Assurance of Support with no Centrelink entitlements for two years, will be denied access to Medicare as a result of not holding Centrelink/Health Care Cards.

· Working age people who have legally migrated to Australia have work rights and if they secure employment, they pay taxes.  With the proposed Medicare changes, again, they may not be entitled to Medicare.  In addition, depending on their income and overall family commitments and settlement challenges, they will be faced with extreme difficulties/have no capacity to obtain private health insurance.

· Parent Visas – Existing Situation

Principal applicant charge/bond:  $3,500 (no Centrelink entitlement for two years, refundable at the end of two years)

Secondary applicant charge/bond:  $1,500 (no Centrelink entitlement for two years, refundable at the end of two years)

Health charge:  $1,050 per adult (not refundable, once off payment)

Parents have access to Medicare, work rights, multiple travels.

Parents in the above circumstances are faced with major problems accessing ancillary health services, especially optical and dental services.  Under the proposed Medicare changes, these problems will be further exacerbated, and unless private health insurance can be afforded, they would virtually never access those services.

As for aged parents who applied on shore and are waiting for determination of their visas/status, there is a waiting period of 10 to 15 years.  During this period, such parents are not entitled to Medicare, placing again severe financial burden upon their children for overall financial responsibility and purchase of private health insurance.

· Parent Visas – New Situation

Principal applicant charge/bond:  $10,000 (no Centrelink entitlements for 10 years; refunded at the end of 10 years)

Secondary applicant charge/bond:  $4,000 (no Centrelink entitlements for 10 years; refunded at the end of 10 years)

Health charge:  $25,000 per adult (not refundable, once off payment)

In this new arrangement, the community has been led to understand that starting in mid 2003, there will be a substantial increase in the number of places for parents, and that the new contributory parent visa is based on higher health charges and higher social security bonds.  This new arrangement is to ensure sharing of costs by the parents/their children, as opposed to the government incurring the potential health care costs of parents.  Parents applying under the new regime will still have to meet the health requirements for grant of visa, which means that they will have to be in good health and pay a non-refundable health charge.  This essentially is a form of buying their health insurance – access to Medicare.

The proposed changes to Medicare, especially the attempt to create a two tiered user pay health system, together with bulk billing being available only to pensioners and Health Care Card holders, will disadvantage and exclude in most instances those entering Australia under the new parent visa regime.  For a husband – wife situation of parents, the total health charge (non refundable) comes to $50,000 in order for a resident visa to be provided.  Current and new requirements mean that parents joining their children in Australia have no entitlements to Centrelink payments/pensions for two and ten years respectively.

With respect to the Geelong region, there is a pressing need for more GPs and supporting personnel i.e. nurses.  In relation to bulk billing, we have a constantly growing crisis, as bulk billing now is restricted to/provided by a minimal and grossly inadequate number of medical practitioners/practices.  The integrity of Medicare and bulk billing must be maintained and be available to the general public.  Certainly, with our target groups – refugees, recent arrivals, youth, the unemployed, low income earners and the elderly – the proposed Medicare changes will lead to the eventual tragedy of people not being provided with health care as they would not be able to afford it.  This goes against the very principles underpinning the foundations of our society - fairness, equality and access.

Jordan Mavros,

Chief Executive Officer

Tuesday, 17th June, 2003 

