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12 August 2003

The Secretary,

Select Committee on Medicare,

Suite S1 30,

Parliament House, Canberra, ACT 2600

Worsening Access Crisis for Rural Patients to Quality General Practitioner Services.

Recent figures on GP consultations from the HIC demonstrate the escalating crisis in patients’ access to General Practitioners in the Mackay and Whitsunday region of Queensland. The patient consultation rates have fallen back to the level that occurred in 2000. Mackay Division of General Practice has made a submission to the Department of Health and Ageing (see attachments one and two) detailing an option to assist in addressing the GP workforce crisis in the region by the Department making an allocation of GP provider numbers for OTDs to work in local practices. 

Mackay Division of General Practice provides services and support to more than 100 GP’s across the region (who completed 435,000 consultations with their patients in the last year). Our services include providing local practices with access to four locum GPs to improve the availability of General Practitioner services to patients within the region, and supporting the After Hours Primary Medical Care arrangements by delivering a rural telephone triage service by nurses (with GP back-up). The Division also has a lead role in the National Bowel Cancer Screening Pilot Program, fosters links between General Medical Practitioners and the other health agencies, coordinates continuing medical education, supporting quality assurance for practices, and delivers allied health services and a range of population health programs. 
The organisation covers an area of 26,000 kilometres. The Mackay Division of General Practice covers North Central Queensland, with the GPs working across an area which includes the City of Mackay, extends 157 kilometres south to St Lawrence, 125 kilometres north to Proserpine and the Whitsunday Islands, and 190 kilometres inland to Moranbah. Mackay is a geographically remote provincial centre located 1,000 kilometres north of Brisbane. 

The HIC statistics for Mackay Division of General Practice show that the GP attendance figures in the second quarter of 2003 (102,295) fell to a level not seen in that quarter since the second quarter of 2000 (92,172).  Over the last decade the Division has worked hard to further improve patients access to quality medicine from the General Practitioners. The significant reduction in people attending a GP consultation in the first and second quarters of 2003, demonstrates that the region requires additional quality General Practitioners to restore patients access to Primary Medical Care. Continued advertising within the Australian newspapers targeting GPs by local practices has shown no positive results. The Division needs a national policy framework that supports it receiving an allocation of GP provider numbers for OTDs to work in local practices.

Those interested in simplicity may argue that the overall rate of bulk-billing has been increasing within the region, but the absolute access of patients to GPs is now much worse than it was 2 years ago. It is statistically absurd to quote the bulk-billing rates within a region without a comparison to the rates of GP attendances. It is often much easier for those with health care cards to access GP services, as they often have the capacity to wait for a long period of time to see their GP. Those quoting the bulk-billing rates for a region may be sometimes able to misrepresent the real inability of the general community to access a GP. If some of the doctors who are not bulk-billing leave a region then the bulk-billing rate will increase, but the community’s real access to doctors will have been reduced.

It is critical that patients have access to quality medical care in a timely manner but it is just as important that they have absolute access. A real drop in GP attendances by patients means this will effect both patients’ timely access and absolute access. These effect both patients requiring timely medical treatment but also patients requiring absolute access for preventative health care. 

The Division has argued that re-instating the regions status as a ‘District of Workforce Shortage’ by the Commonwealth Department of Health and Ageing is undesirable, as it encourages entrepreneurial practices to recruit locum doctors who have little if any experience in quality general practice. Patients’ health and well-being may then be compromised by inappropriate recruitment. In Mackay we have already had some problems with inappropriate prescribing by some OTD GPs. The Mackay Division of General Practice argues that the allocation of provider numbers to meet local practices’ needs for additional OTD GPs should be open and transparent, and a process that encourages community input. Without such a process patients within this region of Queensland will continue to face a decline in their access to Medicare.

The Mackay Division of General Practice requests an opportunity to explain this matter and clarify any matters outlined in this submission by appearing before a hearing of the Senate Select Committee on Medicare. If you require further information or clarification on the submission please telephone me at the Division on 07 4953 4491 or by my mobile telephone on 0418 882 235.

Yours sincerely,

Christian Grieves






CEO

















