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ALTERNATIVE MEDICAL PRACTITIONERS 
Statement 

HON FRANK HOUGH (Agricultural) [3.56 pm]:  I raise a point this evening about a group of people who I 
believe are being seriously discriminated against by the Australian Medical Association; namely, alternative 
medical practitioners such as chiropractors, osteopaths and naturopaths.  They are not being taken seriously.  
They comprise a professional group of healers who are being discriminated against because their patients are not 
covered by Medicare.  This group of people has only recently been permitted to seek reimbursement, and the 
process involved in seeking reimbursement is a nightmare because forms have to be filled in and sent through a 
doctor.  

Alternative healers such as chiropractors are being discriminated against and excluded from the mainstream 
health system; they do not prescribe drugs.  Chiropractors, for example, do not prescribe drugs because drugs 
can mask the subluxation-related symptoms.  Subluxation means partial dislocation.  If a medical practitioner 
treats a patient with a partial dislocation with drugs it will not fix the problem; it will kill the pain.  
Consequently, the patient will then need to see a chiropractor or another alternative healer.  Medical 
management costs do not guarantee either a cost-effective or a health-effective outcome.  Basically, medicos 
treat symptoms with drugs; alternative practitioners do not use drugs.  The system under which these people 
operate must be examined.   

I am told by chiropractors that iatrogenic-related problems are nonexistent in their field.  Members may 
remember that I recently gave a speech about iatrogenic harm and deaths.  Iatrogenic deaths are caused by the 
treatment of physicians.  For example, if a person goes into hospital to be treated for one thing and that problem 
is corrected but the person dies from something else, that is an iatrogenic death.  I believe there are about 18 000 
iatrogenic deaths each year.  If there were 18 000 road deaths each year, there would be a public outcry.  
Iatrogenic deaths are smoothed over.  I think Carmen Lawrence raised the issue of iatrogenic deaths some time 
ago.  She referred to there being some 25 000 iatrogenic deaths a year.  I will give members an example of an 
iatrogenic death.  In December last year my father was taken to hospital in Placerville for a liver complaint.  He 
was treated for that complaint and in the process of being taken back to his room, he was tipped out of his 
wheelchair.  He broke his hip and died of shock.  That is an iatrogenic death.  My father went into hospital 
because of a liver complaint and died from a broken hip that he did not have when he went into hospital and 
shock, for God’s sake.  The point is that this happening regularly in our hospitals.   

There are no risks for chiropractors because they do adjustments.  They do not use drugs or surgery.  The results 
of adjustments and natural healing medicines are fewer repeat visits, except that chiropractors are criticised 
because they tell their patients that they have to keep coming back.  A badly bent spine or a badly dislocated part 
of the body cannot be straightened overnight; it has to be adjusted bit by bit.  If we were to straighten a twig, it 
would break.  That is why people have to keep going back to chiropractors.  Chiropractors always suggest to 
their patients that they should come back for maintenance to ensure that their backs, or whatever the problem 
may be, are readjusted.   

I listened to a speech the other night in which the person said that medical practitioners are good practitioners in 
their first five, six or 10 years of practising.  However, when the drug companies eventually start calling on them 
and showing them drugs that can do this and that, they move away from their general practitioner work and 
become drug promoters - I am not saying drug pushers.  When I used to see my medical practitioner Dr Leon - 
he passed away several years ago - he would go through his drawer and say “Have a go at these Frank, they are 
supposed to fix you”.  When I had a slight cholesterol problem he gave me some stuff that tasted like sandpaper.  
It was supposed to reduce my cholesterol level.  I cannot remember what it was called.  I would have been better 
off readjusting my eating habits than taking something that tasted like sandpaper.  There is always the medical 
practitioner with a drug cure versus the alternative medicine provider.  Alternative medicines are being seriously 
discriminated against.  They are covered by private health insurance, but Medicare does not provide for 
alternative medicine people, except when people are sent from their doctor to the alternative medicine provider.  
The alternative medicine provider then has to fill out a report - they keep people waiting for half an hour - so that 
the person is covered.  In medicine, it is a matter of how many patients a doctor sees.  A doctor can look at a 
patient for so long, but if the symptoms are fairly obvious and there is an adjustment to be done, he just goes 
ahead and does it.  Perhaps he has already taken an X-ray of the problem so he knows what to do.  Having to 
spend half an hour filling out reports makes chiropractors disinclined to send a patient to a doctor, who might in 
turn send the patient back to the chiropractor.  A medical practitioner can do adjustments on a patient and get 
reimbursed by Medicare.  An alternative medicine provider cannot do that because Medicare does not cover that 
service.   

The Government desperately needs to address this problem affecting alternative medicine providers.  We need a 
system through which they can go when they have done five years at university, whether it involves getting a 
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certificate through the Australian Medical Association or through the public health system, I do not know.  
However, none of these people would have a problem getting a certificate to meet the requirements of the 
Medicare system.  Not everyone requires the services of medicine.  If we could keep more people away from 
conventional medicine and instead get them to use natural cures, things would be much better.   

These people are being seriously discriminated against, and it is time that Governments had a long, hard look at 
this issue because it affects the public.  Earlier, someone asked: if we are going to reimburse these health 
providers, who will pay for it?  Obviously, patients using such services do not use drugs, so there will be a 
saving from the drugs side of it.  If natural medicine were used to fix more people without using drugs, there 
would be a huge saving in the medical system.   
 


