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PATIENT ASSISTED TRAVEL SCHEME SUBSIDY 

Motion 

MR D.T. REDMAN (Stirling) [5.45 pm]: I move — 

That given the ever-rising cost of petrol, diesel and liquefied petroleum gas and increased 
accommodation costs, this house calls on the state government to urgently raise the patient assisted 
travel scheme subsidy. 

In raising this issue, I do not do so lightly. I want to highlight in the first instance that we certainly recognise 
very strongly that the patient assisted travel scheme is not intended to be a full cover subsidy for those who need 
that assistance. In fact, it is a contribution, and that is certainly recognised up-front. Therefore, at no time in 
having this debate do I have an expectation, nor does the National Party have an expectation, that PATS should 
fully cover the travel costs of someone coming from regional Western Australia. However, I have a debate that 
lays out an argument to say that over time, and certainly in the past three years in particular, there has been a 
very real drop in the contribution that PATS makes towards the cost of travel for country people to get the 
essential services that they need from a medical perspective. 

I will give a bit of background to PATS. It was established in 1987. It replaced the isolated patients travel and 
accommodation assistance scheme. Over time, there have been a number of levels of support for increasing 
PATS, and also some of the distance criteria have changed. In 2001, the expenditure towards PATS was some 
$10 million. Various reports have found that changes in the availability of specialists, advances in technology 
and community expectations have all impacted upon PATS. However, it is interesting that there has not been a 
change in the PATS contribution since 2005, as I understand it. I will lay out an argument for why we need to 
immediately address this issue, particularly with reference to fuel prices and accommodation costs. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr P.B. Watson): Members, the member for Stirling has been waiting for quite a 
while to get his points across. I would like to hear what he is saying. 

Mr D.T. REDMAN: Thank you, Mr Acting Speaker. The PATS contribution to people who use their own 
vehicle is some 13c a kilometre. Those who are more than 100 kilometres from a source of relevant medical 
support and who do more than four trips a year can access 15c a kilometre. It is interesting that the website that 
the WA Country Health Service promotes refers to some of the background to PATS and the basis for the 
charges. It states on the website that, in essence, the argument was based on a fuel price of $1.45 a litre, and that 
is used as a basis for arguing that that covers so much of the cost. It certainly covers the fuel cost of someone 
who takes his own vehicle on a trip. However, we know that the price of $1.45 a litre is history and that things 
have changed substantially since then. 

Also, for the benefit of members, if they are not aware of this, the accommodation allowance under PATS is $35 
for a commercial place. If someone rents a commercial place in Perth, the contribution that PATS makes is $35 
for a night. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs: Where do I find that place? I want to stay there. 

Mr D.T. REDMAN: It is $35. I know that the member for Roe would be really scratching to find something that 
would cost him under $150 these days. For a private stay, it is $10 a night. Therefore, we can see very clearly 
that there are two figures—13c a kilometre and $35 a night for accommodation. That has clearly not kept pace 
with what things cost, from a realistic perspective, in today’s dollars.  

First, I refer to the fuel prices. I indicated that the information on the department’s website about the patient 
assisted travel scheme refers to an unleaded fuel price of $1.45 a litre. Members are aware that FuelWatch has 
come under debate recently. Since the price of unleaded fuel was $1.45, there has been an average increase of 
16.5 per cent in fuel prices across all the regional districts—the Gascoyne, the goldfields, Esperance, the 
Kimberley, the mid-west, Peel, the Pilbara, the south west and the wheatbelt. It is a significant increase in the 
average price of fuel in the regions, including Peel, which is relatively close to the metropolitan area. We know 
that in some centres fuel costs are cheaper than those in outlying areas. While the average increase in the price of 
unleaded petrol is 16.5 per cent, the increase in some areas is substantially higher.  

The average increase in the price of diesel across the regions since it was $1.45 is more than 30 per cent. 
Members know that a lot of vehicles run on diesel. It would not be unrealistic to say that the real cost to a 
customer who is using PATS and his own fuel and vehicle to get to Perth has seen a real increase in the past 
couple of years of 25 per cent. It is not unrealistic to ask the government to look closely at the extra burden being 
placed on the people who access PATS simply because they cannot afford to pay to get to their medical 
appointments. 
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Dr K.D. Hames: In Broome the price of fuel is between $1.70 and $1.80 today and the average price in the 
country is about $1.65.  

Mr D.T. REDMAN: Yes, the price of diesel in some regional areas is $1.80, $1.84 or $1.96. It has experienced 
a substantial increase. The trend is upwards, and it will not go in any other direction. The further one is from 
Perth, the greater the cost of fuel. The larger regional centres, which is where a lot of people who access PATS 
come from, supposedly deliver under the hub and spoke model a certain amount of specialist services. However, 
the cost of fuel in regional centres has increased substantially.  

On the accommodation side of things, members are aware that recently there have been significant increases in 
the cost of accommodation. Although housing prices have levelled out, the market is clearly telling us that 
rentals are still increasing and that there will continue to be a lot of pressure on that market. I have experienced 
that because at times I have chosen to stay in commercial premises when I have come to the metropolitan area to 
attend Parliament.  

PATS provides a subsidy of up to $35 for accommodation in a commercial centre. Yes, I understand that it is a 
contribution, but it is a contribution that is going backwards in real terms. It is not unrealistic for members to 
expect to see a quick change, based on fuel and accommodation charges, to assist those people in regional areas 
who access PATS.  

In 2005 there was an increase in the fuel subsidy of 15 per cent, which equated to an increase of 2c per litre. It 
was 13c a litre and now it is 15c. At that time the minister highlighted in Hansard that the 15 per cent increase in 
the subsidy was made in response to increased costs. Since then there have been substantial increases and, using 
the same argument, I suggest that the subsidy needs attention again.  

It is interesting to note that in October 2005 the cost of unleaded petrol ranged from $1.28 in the Peel area to 
$1.50 in the Kimberley area. In regional centres the cost of ULP is now ranging from $1.58, $1.67, $1.75 and 
$1.82 a litre and the cost of diesel ranges from $1.84, $1.88, $1.89, $1.96 and $2.00. The increases have been 
substantial. Again, I recognise that the subsidy is not designed to fully reflect the cost of travel, but it is designed 
to be a contribution towards that. It has changed in real terms and it needs attention.  

I will conclude because I want the Minister for Health to make a response. In answer to a question yesterday, the 
Premier highlighted that a Senate inquiry into this issue is underway. However, I know that a number of issues 
have been raised in that inquiry, not the least of which are the concerns raised by the Health Consumers’ 
Council. Some of the issues that have been raised are complex. In the short term it is not unrealistic to make an 
adjustment to PATS on the basis of the cost of fuel and accommodation. There clearly is a growth in the need for 
PATS support. In 2005 the minister highlighted in answer to a question that the demand for PATS had increased 
by about 11 per cent. This is reflected not only in the costs imposed on people who need to use that service over 
and above what PATS can provide, but also the changes to the regional provision of health services. This means 
that a greater number of people are needing to access PATS support. That needs to be recognised. It is not a big 
ask for the government to look at the fuel and accommodation issues. It must recognise that over the past two 
years this subsidy has gone backwards in real terms. It is not a big ask to make an adjustment in real terms to 
bring the PATS subsidy up to what it was two, three or four years ago. I will leave my comments there to give 
the minister five minutes to reply. It would be wonderful to get not only the government’s response to this 
motion but also its support for this motion. 

MR J.A. McGINTY (Fremantle — Minister for Health) [5.56 pm]: I must be a bit of an innocent. The 
National Party put forward a reasonable proposition to me about two or three years ago. It said that petrol prices 
had gone up and those people who were regular users of the patient assisted travel scheme should be given a 
reasonable increase in the petrol subsidy. The most pressing area is obviously not the one-off cases, but people 
who have to travel regularly because they have a chronic condition. When I found some extra money in the 
health budget to increase the rate of reimbursement for travelling, at the request of the National Party, I got 
nothing but criticism, complaint and condemnation. An article in the Wagin Argus, an august publication — 

Mr D.T. Redman: I am the member for Stirling.  

Mr J.A. McGINTY: It is a little bit north of the member’s electorate. Another article referred to the way in 
which country patients were penalised. Another referred to the petrol subsidy boost being under fire. Severe 
criticism was levelled at me by all sorts of people, including the Health Consumers’ Council.  

Mr D.T. Redman: The member for Wagin is pretty good with these things. He genuinely raises the questions 
and takes them up with you in personal briefings.  

Mr J.A. McGINTY: When I increased it, the opposition immediately attacked the size of the increase as 
pathetic and miserly. Had I done nothing, I would not have been attacked. It is one of those things. I seriously 
appreciate the problem, but I wanted to make the point that the last increase was described as pathetic and 
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miserly, even though I did what I was asked to do. Those words are still ringing in my ears. I walked as an 
innocent into a bit of a trap.  

My point is that cost of living issues as they affect people in the community are extremely real. Petrol prices 
affect people in the country more than they do people in the city for two reasons. First, they travel further and, 
second, fuel is more expensive in the country than it is in the city.  

My real sympathy is with those people with chronic conditions who require regular medical care that cannot be 
gained locally. Members know that under the health reform program, we are trying to deliver more services 
locally, mainly through the regional centres so that people have to travel shorter distances rather than having to 
travel to Perth for treatment, irrespective of whether it is for dialysis or other forms of treatment. We want to be 
able to build up our regional hospitals to offer that service locally. I have a real sympathy for those people with 
chronic conditions.  

Mr D.T. Redman: Do you think that, on those two issues, there is a strong case to support increases in the 
subsidies? 

Mr J.A. McGINTY: I do.  

Mr D.T. Redman: Will you give it serious consideration?  

Mr J.A. McGINTY: I am always happy to do that, notwithstanding the fact that I might be a bit more guarded 
than I was last time, courtesy of the National Party’s last response. Seriously, the issues are the cost of living and 
the impact of higher fuel prices. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders.  

Sitting suspended from 6.00 to 7.00 pm 
 


