Submission by Dr John Davis to the Medicare Inquiry

Access to A1 Medicare rebates for non-VR doctors working within Accredited Medical Deputising Services (recognised as area of need)
A significant inequity relating to the provision of “area of need” services delivered by non-vocationally recognised doctors (“non VR”) working with Medical Deputising Services (MDS) in Australia exists.

Whilst access to Schedule A1 rebates has for some time been extended to non-VR doctors working in rural General Practice and is now accessible to those working in outer metropolitan areas, this concession is still not available to those doctors working for accredited after hours services, despite the fact that these services offer acute primary care to areas including outer metropolitan populations.  Indeed, it is notable that not only do these services provide largely bulk-billed services to the extremes of the socio-economic and dependency spectrum, especially in aged-care institutions, they also offer home visiting, a facility which is fast disappearing in daytime practice.  It has now become a paradox that doctors working in outer metropolitan areas by day have access to superior remuneration than when attending the more demanding problems seen during the after hours period. A commitment to address this anomaly has previously been made at Ministerial level.

For those MDS which include clinic services to patients, considered to enhance access and ‘best practice’, it has now become clear that these fixed facilities are simply not viable if staffed by non-VR doctors.  The patient rebates generated are simply insufficient to meet the increased overheads attaching to after hours clinics and leave an adequate return for the doctor.  Service development applications to the After Hours Section of the Department have repeatedly shown this to be the case. 

The inevitable result of the economics of this situation is that valuable, best practice, after hours services will contract and more patients will be forced to rely on Public Hospital Emergency Departments for their after hours General Practice care or simply not receive care. 

Extending access to Schedule A1 rebates for non-VR doctors working with accredited Medical Deputising Services only, would significantly improve their recruitment and retention of doctors and thereby improve the stability of quality after-hours primary care services. Further it would assure patients with concession cards continued access to bulk billing. This would be achieved without adding significantly to MBS expenditure; the estimated cost of this initiative would be approximately $3.6m per year.

Accredited Medical Deputising Services

There are two critical features which distinguish Medical Deputising Services (MDS) from other ‘after hours’ and ‘extended hours’ clinics.  Firstly, MDS operate “all hours after hours” i.e. including the entire overnight period.  MDS may include clinic sites as part of their overall operation but they always include home visiting services, in order to guarantee access to the most frail, needy and socially isolated patients throughout the whole of the after hours period.

Secondly, MDS do not have a ‘patient base’ of their own, as in General Practice (GP), but provide services on behalf of subscribing GPs.  All patient attendances are therefore initiated by the patient and fully reported to the patient’s usual GP, to ensure continuity of clinical care.

By contrast, many non-MDS  ‘after hours’ and ‘extended hours’ clinics are competitive with, rather than complementary to, daytime General Practice.  They usually offer extended hours, convenience access, to patients of that practice whilst reaping the additional commercial benefits of extra attendances from patients of other local General Practices to whom they do not report nor encourage the return of the patient concerned.

In short, MDS commit to a wider community, professional and patient benefit and the RACGP standards and accreditation process enshrine these characteristics. 
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