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 Australian Health Ministers’ Conference
17 November 2006

CONFERENCE COMMUNIQUE

Health Ministers met in Sydney today to discuss a range of priority health issues and to endorse the continuation of work in a number of key areas of reform.  The Chair of the Conference, The Hon John Hatzistergos outlined the substance of Ministers discussions on the following issues.

Workforce Reforms

Health Ministers reaffirmed that fundamental workforce reform and innovation is required to ensure the development of a skilled, quality workforce to address the current and future health needs of the Australian population.  They agreed that improved coordination, reform and innovation are required to be implemented as a matter of urgency and committed to expediting further work to achieve the workforce reforms agreed by COAG in July 2006.

In this context Health Ministers agreed to work collaboratively with Education, Employment and Training Ministers to ensure coordination of approaches to achieve effective workforce reform in the health sector.

Australian Surgical Workforce

In follow-up to extensive reviews of the approach to basic surgical training, Ministers reinforced their view that it was a matter for Health Authorities in each jurisdiction to determine the number of trainee positions that will be activated in their jurisdiction and to determine the size and distribution of the Australian Surgical Workforce in the public sector.

Ministers agreed to support ongoing consultation and participation in processes, including with the Royal Australasian College of Surgeons and the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission to resolve issues of concern.

National Health Call Centre Network

Following the signing of the Heads of Agreement at the February COAG meeting, jurisdictions have been working through the AHMAC appointed Senior Officials Group to implement the National Health Call Centre Network (the Network).  Health Ministers from the Commonwealth, South Australia, the Northern Territory, Western Australia and the Australian Capital Territory have now signed the Shareholders’ Agreement, committing to the establishment of the Network.  The Company, National Health Call Centre Network Ltd, was incorporated on 30 August 2006. 

All Ministers confirmed their strong support for a national health call centre network. All Ministers also noted that a meeting would be convened to resolve the outstanding concerns of NSW, Queensland, Tasmania and Victoria.

Given the ambitious workplan set by COAG (with the Network taking first calls by July 2007), the current Shareholders have agreed to progress work towards the establishment of the Network.  The first task for the Shareholders will be to appoint the Board of Directors to facilitate recruitment of a CEO and to begin the procurement process for the Network call centre services.  The Shareholders look forward to other jurisdictions signing the Shareholders' Agreement and advancing this COAG commitment.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Performance Framework Report 2006

Ministers noted the key findings outlined in the 2006 Report and released the Report for publication.  (See separate media release.)

Refugee and Humanitarian Health

Ministers noted the complex health needs of refugee and humanitarian entrants on their arrival to Australia, and agreed to the continuation of work being undertaken by the Multijurisdictional Working Group for Refugee and Humanitarian Entrants (MWG). This group will report back to AHMC on their progress on 30 March 2007.

National Bowel Cancer Screening Program

Ministers noted the progress with the implementation of the National Bowel Cancer Screening Program and the process review of this phase of the program as endorsed by AHMC on 27 July 2006.

It was agreed that States and Territories would participate in the evaluation of the Program to allow future data to inform discussion of ongoing issues. 

Private Health Insurance Reforms

Health Ministers:

1. Noted the release of the exposure draft of the Commonwealth Private Health Insurance Bill 2006 and agreed that, in extending private health insurance to cover services that substitute for inpatient care and prevent hospitalisation, it has the potential to support the provision of contemporary health care and to enhance patient outcomes.

2. Reconfirmed the legitimacy and importance of the Public Health Sector as a significant provider of services to people who choose to use their PHI.

3. Health Ministers reaffirmed the principle that clinicians and patients have the power to determine choice of care.

State and Territory Ministers agreed to resolve with the Commonwealth a number of key issues they believe are associated with the reforms including:

A. Ensure that the approach adopted does not constrain the Public Health Sector’s ability to provide services to privately insured patients or impact negatively on the Public Health Sector’s workforce;

B. Retain privately insured patients’ ability to choose their service provider, and incorporate a payment mechanism that reflects the cost of service provision;

C. Retain patients’ right to elect to use their private health insurance at public hospitals;

D. Enhance patient access to privately insured services in rural areas and in areas where the public sector is the only provider; and

E. Ensure that PHI is aligned to the type of care rather than the site of care and that the reforms help to address the imbalance between the provision of public and private emergency services.

Health Ministers agreed any proposed national safety and quality standards for privately insured services will be developed cooperatively by jurisdictions and the Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in Health Care, to ensure that there is no unnecessary regulation or duplication or overlay of regulatory requirements and that all options for the implementation of new standards (including updating existing regulatory systems if required) are thoroughly examined.
Childhood and Youth Obesity

State and Territory Ministers agreed to pursue participation in the Review of the Children’s Television Standards being conducted by the Australian Communication and Media Authority, particularly as it relates to the advertising of food, drink and marketing practices to children.

Having in mind the overall factors affecting obesity in children and young Australians and long term health issues, Health Ministers also agreed to work collaboratively with Sport and Recreation Ministers wherever possible.

National Health Security Legislation

Health Ministers agreed to request COAG senior officials to consider the framework of the National Health Security Legislation at their February 2007 meeting, and list it for COAG consideration during 2007.

Health Ministers emphasised to COAG the need for an urgent signoff to develop legislation covering:

1. Regulation of laboratories in relation to harmful biological materials,

2. Removing obstacles to sharing confidential information which may impede  early and effective response to disease outbreaks

Health Ministers agreed that jurisdictions continue to work cooperatively towards Australia’s compliance with the International Health Regulations.

National Review of Safety and Quality Accreditation

Ministers endorsed the release of a discussion paper on ‘National Safety and Quality Accreditation Standards’ as the basis of broad consultation with stakeholders between now and June 2007 on an alternative system of safety and quality accreditation standards.  Ministers also noted that Priority 4 of report of the Review of the Future Governance Arrangements for Safety and Quality in Health Care, calls for the Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in Health Care (ACSQHC) to provide Health Ministers with a plan to transform accreditation arrangements during 2007. 
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