What is the Medicare rebate freeze and what does it mean for you?

Written by Helen Dickinson, Professor, Public Service Research, UNSW

On the weekend, Opposition Leader Bill Shorten said he would end the Medicare freeze in his
first 50 days as prime minister if Labor won the election.

Every day Morrison’s Medicare freeze stays in place is another day that families are paying
higher out-of-pocket costs to visit the doctor. If I'm elected prime minister, | won’t waste any
time stopping Morrison’s cuts to Medicare.

Health issues always feature strongly in election debates, but what is the Medicare rebate
freeze and how does it affect what you pay when you see a GP?

How Medicare works

Medicare is our public health insurance system and funds a range of services such as GP visits,
blood tests, X-rays and consultations with other medical specialists.

The Medicare Benefits Schedule (MBS) lists the services the Australian government will
provide a Medicare rebate for. Medicare rebates don’t cover the full cost of medical services
and are typically paid as a percentage of the Medicare schedule fee.

Read more: Explainer: what is Medicare and how does it work?

GPs who bulk bill agree to charge the Medicare schedule fee and are directly reimbursed by
government.

Those who don'’t bulk bill are free to set their own prices for services. Patients pay for their



https://twitter.com/billshortenmp/status/1109913552620388352
http://www.mbsonline.gov.au/internet/mbsonline/publishing.nsf/Content/Home
http://theconversation.com/explainer-what-is-medicare-and-how-does-it-work-22523
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treatment and receive a rebate from Medicare.

There is often a gap between what patients pay for services and the amount that Medicare
reimburses (A$37 for a GP consultation, for example). This gap is known as an out-of-pocket
expense, as the patient is required to make up the difference out of his or her own pocket.

Under an indexing process, the Medicare Benefits Schedule fees are raised according to the
Department of Finance’s Wage Cost Index , a combination of indices relating to wage levels
and the Consumer Price Index .

Organisations such as the Australian Medical Association (AMA) have long argued this process
is inadequate and Medicare schedule fees have not kept up with “real ” increases in costs to
medical practitioners of delivering services.

The rebate freeze compounds this financial challenge by continuing to keep prices at what the
AMA and others argue are “ unsustainable levels ”.

How did the freeze begin?

Although the Coalition is largely associated with this issue, Labor first introduced the Medicare
rebate freeze. The freeze was introduced as a “temporary” measure in 2013, as part of a A$664
million budget savings plan.

The AMA, the Coalition and others loudly criticised the then government for the freeze.

However, on being elected to office in 2014, the Coalition froze the rebate after the failure of a
number of proposed health policies. The rebate was frozen initially for four years, starting in July
2014, and extended in the 2016 federal budget to 2020 .
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http://www.healthandlife.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Out-in-the-cold_-MBS-freeze-hits-today.pdf
http://www.treasury.nt.gov.au/Economy/EconomicBriefs/Pages/ConsumerPriceIndex.aspx
https://ama.com.au/system/tdf/documents/Guide%20for%20Patients%20on%20How%20the%20Health%20Care%20System%20Funds%20Medical%20Care_7.pdf?file=1&amp;type=node&amp;id=40914
https://ama.com.au/system/tdf/documents/Guide%20for%20Patients%20on%20How%20the%20Health%20Care%20System%20Funds%20Medical%20Care_7.pdf?file=1&amp;type=node&amp;id=40914
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-10-16/medicare-rebate-freeze-row-as-patients-face-increasing-costs/5026996
https://theconversation.com/federal-budget-2016-health-experts-react-58638
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Read more: Rebate freeze will set GPs back $11 per general patient consultation,
but they&rsquo.re likely to charge them more

Although the freeze was to be in place across the board until 2020, since 2017 there has been a
phased lifting of the freeze for GP bulk-billing incentive payments (July 2017), standard GP
consultations and other specialist consultations (July 2018), medical procedures (due July 2019)
and targeted diagnostic imaging services (from July 2020).

What impact has the freeze had?

The freeze means those medical professionals who have not seen it lifted are reimbursed the
same for delivering health services today as they were in 2014.

Professionals are paying more for their practices, staff, medical products, utilities and just about
anything else that goes into running a medical service. But the amount paid remains static.

Those who have had indexing return to their services have seen only a limited rise in their value
— A$0.55 for a GP consultation, for example.

In the run-up to the 2016 federal election, Labor made a similar promise and told voters they
needed to “save Medicare” from the government’s plans to privatise the system.

This tactic was dubbed the “Mediscare” campaign. Some saw it as being highly effective in driv

ing a swing
towards Labor in the last election.

Read more: Labor's '‘Mediscare’ campaign capitalised on Coalition history of
hostility towards Medicare
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Last month the shadow health minister, Catherine King, blamed the Coalition for the freeze
and argued this had driven up out-of-pocket costs for both GP and specialist visits, leading to
more than 1 million people delaying or avoiding medical care.

There are a number of reports of GP practices and specialist services halting bulk-billing and
patients having to pay higher out-of-pocket costs.

Yet the data on bulk-billing show bulk-billing rates have not fallen. In fact, the latest data show
bulk-billing at an all-time high at 86.1%.

Read more: FactCheck: are bulk-billing rates falling, or at record levels?

Some commentators argue these figures are misleading as they are calculated on services
and not patients and so may be an indication of the increasing number of health services that
use the MBS.

GP groups have welcomed the lifting of the Medicare freeze, but argue the indexation rates still
fail to reflect the genuine value of general practice.

For those in areas such as diagnostic testing, the freeze is argued to have a profound impact.
The Australian Sonographers Association argues that for ultrasound alone the average
out-of-pocket cost for patients has increased by 117% .

Many experts argue that just giving a little more funding to GP services will not improve the
quality of the Australian health care system and far more fundamental issues need attention if
we are to see significant reform.
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https://www.catherineking.com.au/2019/02/13/speech-to-the-national-press-club-labors-vision-for-health-care/
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/Quarterly-Medicare-Statistics
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Read more http://theconversation.com/what-is-the-medicare-rebate-freeze-and-what-does-it-m
ean-for-you-114169
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