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Mr BARTLETT (Port Stephens) [5.38 p.m.]: The Port Stephens electorate is struggling with a shortage of general practitioners [GPs], a problem that also confronts the wider community of rural New South Wales. On 27 February this year-as recently as seven months ago-I brought to the attention of this House the plight of my electorate as a result of the lack of medical services in Karuah following the death two months earlier of the area's only doctor. The situation is so bad that I recently presented to the Parliament a petition signed by almost every adult resident in Karuah and the surrounding area. It is now nine months since people in Karuah had a general practitioner.

Five months ago the chemist in Karuah approached me and said that her business was under threat because a doctor was no longer writing prescriptions for her. She gave me the telephone number of a doctor who wanted to practise in Karuah. I contacted that doctor and asked him what was stopping him from relocating to Karuah. One thing that is stopping this doctor from coming to Karuah is that Karuah is rated as an RRMA 2 or urban area. Tomaree peninsula, which is located nearby and which is classed as an RRMA 4 area, has about 24 doctors. Karuah, which is a much smaller area, cannot obtain the services of a doctor. An RRMA 2 doctor receives in the vicinity of $15 for every patient visit. However, an RRMA 4 doctor receives $24 for every patient visit. The doctor to whom I spoke said that one of the problems he would face would be that he would have to see many more patients before he could earn the required income.

The other problem is that the doctor requires a service provider number which he would have to obtain from the Commonwealth Government. That service provider number would be given to him for a period of only six months. So he would have to relocate his family, start up a business, put his kids into school, purchase a home and, six months later, lose his service provider number. The health system actively prevents a doctor from relocating in Karuah. Residents in Karuah have had enough. I attached a letter to the petition that I presented to Parliament which was written by Sandra Read of 14, George Street, Karuah, who states:

We are now entering the ninth month since the death of our Doctor, everybody in Australia and overseas know of our need it having been advertised on Television, Radio, Newspapers, Internet and Medical Magazines.


Earlier in her letter she states:

The current position is that... we have to advertise for a full month...


The people of Karuah need help now to obtain the services of a doctor. I refer also to the practice of bulk billing, which has ceased in many areas of Port Stephens. Doctors on the Tomaree peninsula do not bulk bill unless they are required to do so because of the special needs of their patients. Doctors who are not bulk billing are not able to run their businesses because of insurance costs, staff expenses and building costs. On the Tomaree peninsula $42 to $46 is being charged for the provision of medical services. People have been forced to leave the area because they require more frequent access to medical services and they cannot afford to pay additional charges. Dr Chris Boyle of Raymond Terrace is reported today as stating:

The Federal Government has two reasons to be pleased with the fall in the GP bulk billing rate ("Sickest patients forced to pay extra"... ). First, patients who cannot afford to see a Medicare-funded GP attend a state-funded public hospital accident and emergency department. This enables the Federal Government to shift the cost of medical care to the States.


Honourable members would be aware that the Minister for Health referred to that issue today in great detail. Dr Boyle continues:

Second, there is a fall guy: the GP can be typecast as a "greedy doctor". It is the children overboard tactic revisited-lies and someone to blame.


That letter was written by a doctor who is trying to provide a service to his community. [Time expired.]

