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Medicare, bulk-billing and children.

Women’s Action Alliance appreciates the opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Inquiry into Medicare and apologises for the late arrival of our submission.

We wish to focus on one specific area of the bulk-billing problem and that is how it effects children. The following letter, which was sent to all members of cabinet earlier in the year, sets out our point of view and our proposals.

The degradation of  any health and welfare services tends to disproportionately affect the most vulnerable in our society. We wish to sound a warning about the effect that declining rates of bulk-billing and increasing difficulty in accessing doctors could have on the youngest members of our society.

 It has been said that children suffer more illnesses in their first five years than they will in all the rest of the years of their life put together. They quite obviously constitute a special case when it comes to provision of health care. 

This is recognised to an extent through the provision of such services as

· baby health clinics

· school-dental programs and

· government funded immunisation programs

The crucial area of services provided by doctors however, is becoming harder and more expensive for many families to access.

The legislation proposed by the Government does not adequately deal with ensuring timely and affordable access to medical care for young children. There is no guarantee that the legislation as proposed will have a significant impact on the high cost of upfront payments or the long waiting times that go with a shortage of doctors. These factors will continue to make women think twice about taking their child to a GP.  We are concerned (along with many others), that this will mean that parents will be dissuaded from seeking necessary medical care. A grumbling middle-ear infection may go undetected and untreated for a longer period of time.

Women’s Action Alliance has made a number of recommendations in the following letter which we would also submit to the inquiry for their consideration, these are

-that the government legislate to ensure that all children and in particular pre-schoolers are bulk-billed, and that

-if this is viewed to be too costly then  at a minimum, families presenting with more than one family member at a time are bulk-billed for the second and subsequent family members.

It would be a visionary policy that ensured that all pre-school children had access to free health care, ie where parents faced no out of pocket expenses. Given the falling fertility rate in Australia such an investment in our future could be argued to be even more urgent.

We commend our recommendations to the committee.
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14 March 2003

(Letter sent to all members of Cabinet including the Prime Minister)

Bulk Billing for Families

We are writing to raise with you the issue of young families and the circumstances they face when having to use a doctor who does not bulk-bill.

Any mother of preschoolers will tell you that she spends many hours taking her children to the doctor.  The nature of the early years is that children pick up many different illnesses that require the attention of a doctor.  In addition, the regime of immunisation adds to trips to the doctor.  It is also not unusual for mums of two or three preschoolers to find themselves at the doctor with more than one child.

The trend away from bulk-billing means that these women (and they are mostly women who take responsibility for the family’s health care), face gap payments of upwards of $12 or an up-front charge of $40 or more.  If a mum is taking more than one child she may have to pay $80 or more up-front.  These families may not be pensioners or health care card holders but they are likely to be on a single income and struggling to establish a family life at a time of high costs and limited income.

Labour force statistics  for the year 2000 show that for women in couple families with a partner employed full time and who have a child under 4, only 17% are employed full time.  51% are not in paid work at all (ABS 6224.0).  A trip to the doctor and then to the chemist for medication can be a very expensive exercise for these families.

My anecdotal observations suggest that many doctors acknowledge the difficulties of these particular families and will make arrangements to ease the burden.  This may include bulk-billing all the children, or bulk-billing any additional children if more than one family member presents at a time.  These arrangements are entirely at the discretion of the doctor however, and as one woman I know said, if her regular doctor is unavailable she has to go through the process all over again of pleading her case with the new doctor.

In its current review of bulk-billing the Government should take account of these families, who may not be pensioners or health care card holders but face financial difficulties in meeting the costs of their family’s health needs.  The needs of families with young children when the mother is likely to be out of paid work, deserve special consideration.

Women’s Action Alliance recommends that the government legislate to ensure that all children and in particular pre-schoolers are bulk-billed.

If this is viewed to be too costly then WAA recommends that at a minimum, families presenting with more than one family member at a time are bulk-billed for the second and subsequent family members.
These measures would go some way to alleviate the difficulties faced by these families and indicate the Government’s sensitivity to the anxieties of many mothers faced with the responsibility of their families health needs.

I commend these recommendations for your consideration and look forward to your response.

Yours sincerely

Maureen McCarthy

Joint National President

Women’s Action Alliance (Aust) Inc

