9 July 2003
The Secretary

Select Committee on Medicare

Suite S1 30

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

SUBMISSION ON BEHALF OF THE CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP KNOWN AS BRETHREN

HEALTH LEGISLATION AMENDMENT (MEDICARE AND PRIVATE HEALTH INSURANCE) BILL 2003 

We wish to draw the attention of the Committee to the concerns of members of the Christian fellowship known as Brethren, who are well known to many members of the Australian Parliament and are located in every state of Australia.

Because of our Christian conscience before God, Brethren do not belong to any association whatever outside of our Christian fellowship including Private Health Funds, Motorist Associations, Sporting Bodies, Employer Associations, Trade Unions, Building Societies, Clubs, Public Company Shareholdings or societies of any kind.
Over the last 50 years at least, Brethren have made submissions to Federal and State Governments on the grounds of conscience, resulting in provision being made in legislation for our conscience before God for exemption from bearing arms in war, exclusion from trade union membership for employees and employers etc.

Our concerns in relations to the Health Legislation Amendment (Medicare and Private Health Insurance) Bill 2003 are as follows:

1. Brethren, because of our conscience before God, are unable to join private health insurance funds.

2. The impact of the Bill on persons who cannot join private health insurance funds means that such persons may never be able to recover out-of-pocket expenses for out-of-hospital services.
3. Persons and families who do not qualify for a concession card and cannot join a private fund because of conscience will in effect be discriminated against inasmuch as they will be unable to recover the full cost of out-of-hospital services.  This category of person in a number of instances because of above average income, already pay the 1.5 % Medicare levy plus a further 1% levy on income.  This does not represent a “FAIRER MEDICARE PACKAGE for ALL”.
4. We believe that:

a) Bulk billing should be retained for all taxpayers irrespective of Socio/Economic Status.

SUBMISSION ON BEHALF OF THE CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP KNOWN AS BRETHREN (Continued)

b) The Medicare levy should be set at a functional level and should be capped so it does not become a wealth tax.

c) The rebate payment to the provider should be set at a viable level so as to give Medical Practitioners an incentive to provide essential medical services to the community and especially in regional areas.

Whilst the above submission specifically addresses concerns of the Brethren, we believe that many taxpayers may also be similarly disadvantaged by the proposed amendments to the Medicare Legislation.  We also believe that the health care of all Australians should be the responsibility of the Australian Government.

IN CONCLUSION
We submit that the proposed Medicare Legislation should include a provision for monetary relief for persons such as the Brethren who on account of conscience are unable to join a private health fund.

Unless this provision is made these persons will be unable to obtain the same concession as others that are free to belong to a private health fund.  Therefore we believe such persons will decidedly be at a monetary disadvantage because of their conscience and will have no possibility of recouping their out-of-pocket expenses unless relief is allowed in the legislation.

PUBLIC COMMITTEE HEARINGS
Representatives of the Brethren would greatly appreciate the opportunity to have this submission discussed at one of the proposed public hearings at one of the published locations in order to answer any questions the committee may have.
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