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Mr BARTLETT (Port Stephens) [5.32 p.m.]: On 27 February and 3 September this year I pointed out the chronic problems in Port Stephens associated with the provision of adequate general practitioner services in Karuah, which has not had the services of a doctor since February. I pleaded in February for relief for Dr Soraya Felix in Medowie because Dr Felix said she was totally stressed out with what she was required to do. Because no assistance was forthcoming, the doctor has called it quits, and the Port Stephens electorate now has two rural areas, Medowie and Karuah, where doctors have either died or walked away from their medical practice, and the provision of medical services for my constituents is stretched.

The arrangement relating to the provision of general practitioner services for Australian cities and towns is quite straightforward. The citizens pay a Medicare levy and the Commonwealth Government pays doctors to provide a service. Doctors bulk-bill, thereby saving administrative costs, and doctors are supposed to be able to derive an income from their work. That arrangement has broken down in the Port Stephens electorate. I suggest that many areas in the State of New South Wales are similarly affected.

Parts of my community are in crisis over inadequate general practitioner services. I have mentioned the need for a doctor in Karuah and the need for assistance to be provided for the doctor in Medowie. All of the patients who are not receiving treatment in those areas are attending medical centres at the closest general practitioner services centre, which is in Raymond Terrace, and the Raymond Terrace doctors, who already have a three-weeks waiting time, have inherited another 4,000 patients.

The Commonwealth Government's Rural and Regional Metropolitan Area Scheme [RRMAS] is too rigid and inflexible. Rules for overseas-trained doctors are proving to be too difficult when an established general practitioner is not available to provide them with assistance. In spite of demonstrable need, those doctors do not seem to be placed where they are needed. In my view, an attitude of complete inflexibility has been adopted by the bureaucrats, despite the warnings that were given to them more than 12 months ago about the crisis in Medowie.

The RRMAS classification for Medowie and Karuah needs to be changed from urban to some type of rural classification. Apparently the system has classified the towns as urban areas, but they are not. The rules governing the practice of medicine by overseas-trained doctors also need to be changed so they can be placed in areas where there are no other doctors to assist them. The rules resulting in doctors being offered only a six months service provider number should also be changed. After all, doctors will not give up their practices to resettle in Karuah and resettle their children into local schools for a service provider number that lasts for only six months. Dr Soraya Felix asked repeatedly for assistance but has said:

Unfortunately like so many other solo practitioners, I have found that the rising costs of medical indemnity, business insurance and staff payroll... have made this practice not viable anymore.
She had not had a day off in four years. After I made my speech in February, the local Federal member for Paterson, Bob Baldwin, stated that the Federal Government had issued a service provider number for another doctor for Karuah and Medowie. Dr Felix had a Swiss doctor who was ready to commence work but, because of incessant procrastination by the Federal Government, she could not obtain confirmation from the system that the service provider number had been issued. She recently broke her wrist but had to continue working for her community for eight weeks because there was no replacement for her. The Federal Government's failure destroyed Dr Felix emotionally and physically, so she moved to Adelaide. She said:

I cannot survive financially or personally. The costs are enormous and there is no benefit in running a solo practice in Australia any more.

The shortage of general practitioners is a crisis for rural areas in New South Wales. It is certainly a crisis in the Port Stephens electorate. I call on the Federal Government to change the system immediately.

Mr FACE (Charlestown—Minister for Gaming and Racing, and Minister Assisting the Premier on Hunter Development) [5.37 p.m.]: I sympathise with the honourable member for Port Stephens, who is confronted with a difficult problem in several quarters. His electorate is sparsely populated, but that does not diminish the problems experienced in his electorate as a result of a shortage of general practitioners. The problem has reached a very serious stage. Indeed, the latest episode in Medowie and Karuah shows that the situation has reached crisis point. I plead for the application of commonsense to this crisis situation.

As the Minister Assisting the Premier on Hunter Development I am becoming tired of blame-shifting and the game of intergovernmental pass the parcel—a practice that is not confined to the Port Stephens electorate. Although I am not one who normally criticises people under parliamentary privilege, I say with all due respect that Federal Member of Parliament Bob Baldwin runs around telling everybody how good he is, yet not one comment has been heard from him regarding a problem that confronts various small townships and hamlets throughout the entire Hunter district, particularly in Paterson and in areas such as Gloucester, Dungog, Stroud and various other places.

I repeat that I am not concerned about how this matter is fixed. However, I am concerned that it be fixed before we have a serious situation on our hands. The situation in Karuah is made worse because one of the busiest sections of the Pacific Highway runs through the town. Karuah needs a general practitioner as well as accident services. I understand the frustration of the honourable member for Port Stephens, and I appeal for commonsense to prevail so that the problem can be fixed. I do not dislike Mr Baldwin, but I am amazed that although he has an opinion on everything, he does not have one on this problem.
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