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Medicare

The Nowra/Bomaderry Branch of the Australian Labor Party is extremely concerned about the government’s proposals to change Medicare.

We believe that medical and hospital care should be equally accessible to the whole community regardless of ability to pay.  The Medicare system was established to achieve this. The current proposals are clearly aimed at a progressive dismantling of the system.

It is recognised that the proposals provide for bulk-billing from general practitioners for health care cardholders and concession cardholders.  However, even this is leading to disquiet and insecurity amongst cardholders in our community because the next stage in the government’s campaign to dismantle the system could be to place further limits on who holds health and concession cards: witness the government’s current determination to drastically reduce the number of persons entitled to the carer’s allowance.

Nowra/Bomaderry, in common with many other regional centres, has a high proportion of working families struggling to live on low to medium incomes.  They are the members of our community will be most affected by the proposed changes to Medicare and they will be the group least able to meet the additional costs that will inevitably occur.  To introduce medical insurance is not an answer: that is simply introducing the additional cost to families in another form.
The area also has an increasing number of self-funded retirees, doing what the government wants and attempting to be self-sufficient in their retirement.  Once again no recognition is being given to the additional cost burden to this group.

We believe that rather than being scaled down, Medicare should be retained and enhanced such that it provides improved benefits to both patients and service providers.
Dental Health

We are particularly concerned by the lack of adequate affordable dental care in this area.  We note that dental health services are included in the committee’s terms of reference.  Hopefully oral health will not continue to be seen as a secondary concern and the issue remain unresolved.
As the committee will be aware, the 1998 Senate Community Affairs Committee Inquiry into Public Dental Services, in both Recommendations 1 and 6, proposed that the Commonwealth government adopt a leadership role in introducing a national oral health policy.  The Commonwealth government has ignored these recommendations and shrugs the issue off as a state problem.  The states await Commonwealth leadership and in the meantime introduce interim services which cannot provide universal care.
Our area is serviced by the NSW Public Oral Health Care Program.  This program is only available to Health and Pensioner Concession cardholders, children five and under, and full-time students under 18.  This is hardly a universal system.  Additionally, the system is unwieldy and focuses principally on emergency treatment.  The result is varying standards of dental health within our community according to ability to pay.

We fail to understand why dental health care is treated in any way differently from general health care.  Untreated dental problems can impact adversely on patient’s general health and lead to other disease. When this occurs, the Medicare system will cover the treatment of the resultant illness while having excluded cover for the dental care which could have prevented it!

Clearly dental health should be incorporated into Medicare with the same accessibility and affordability that Medicare provides.  Anything less than this is illogical, discriminatory and irresponsible.
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