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HOSPITAL EMERGENCY DEPARTMENTS — FOUR-HOUR RULE 

656. Mr R.H. COOK to the Minister for Health: 
I refer to today’s report that the minister has failed in his implementation of the four-hour rule and other targets 
he has set. I refer the minister to the comments he made in this house on 12 March 2009 about its 
implementation —  

The point has been made that perhaps I am biting off more than I can chew and that my career will hang 
on this. I am happy for my career to hang on this.  

(1) Now that the minister’s target of 98 per cent has been reduced to 85 per cent, will he take responsibility 
for the failure of the four-hour rule or will he simply shift the targets again in the same way that the 
government shifted debt targets, public sector staff caps, ministerial staff caps and 100-day plan 
promises? 

(2) Since the minister has staked his career on the implementation of the four-hour rule, will he resign as 
minister if the lower target of 85 per cent is not reached?  

Dr K.D. HAMES replied: 
(1)–(2) I am pleased to say that we have another two years of government. I strongly believe that within that 

time the target we set today will be reached. It is true that today I advised a change in the targets. I will 
explain why that became necessary. When we visited the UK to look at its system—we took a number 
of senior doctors with us—it became clear that the UK system was able to achieve the target of 95 per 
cent across 130 hospitals over a four-year period. WA has significantly fewer hospitals. When we 
looked at what the UK had done and what it had been able to achieve in its hospitals, we saw that as 
being a clear opportunity for us to provide better outcomes for our patients. We had had massive 
ramping at hospitals. Patients were having to wait to be seen outside hospitals. There were also massive 
levels of eight-hour waits.  

Ms J.M. Freeman interjected. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: It is less. We had a high figure that day. The figure is far less than it was in the previous year. 
We needed to provide a better outcome for patients. WA had the worst record in Australia of patients waiting 
longer than eight hours; patients who were stuck on a cot in a corridor desperately waiting for a bed. We have 
significantly reduced those eight-hour waits. We have gone from having one of the worst records in Australia to 
having, if not the best, then close to the best record in Australia. Three particular things undermined this. We 
insisted on greater quality and safety controls than those in the United Kingdom. Everyone is saying that the UK 
is moving away from its 98 per cent rule. It is not moving away from it. Rather, it is reducing it to 95 per cent. 
We have indicated that that may well be our final target. It has changed its target to 95 per cent because it is 
introducing the same degree of quality and safety controls that we introduced at the start. The second issue is 
beds. As the Australian Medical Association has said repeatedly, there are insufficient beds in the system and the 
occupancy of those beds is far less than it should be. Under the Labor government there was a four-year delay in 
the construction of Fiona Stanley Hospital. It was due to be on-stream in 2010. There were also delays with the 
Rockingham and Joondalup hospitals.  

Mr R.H. Cook interjected.  

Dr K.D. HAMES: We have a combined responsibility for that delay.  

The beds that were thought to be available are not available and that has created significant pressure. The last 
issue was the significant seven per cent increase in demand in our emergency departments. Before winter the 
hospitals were doing exceptionally well. In six months they had built up to figures in the mid-60s and 70s and 
higher. Suddenly they came to a full stop when they were faced with those huge demands. Today we announced 
that we are putting the 85 per cent target back to April of next year. I was not sure about doing that because I did 
not want to set another target that could not be reached. Senior officers within the Department of Health told me 
that they were extremely confident that once the pressures of winter wore off—which is when a lot of the 
changes were put in place, which are still being implemented—we could achieve that. When we get there we 
will set a final target, which is likely to be the same as the federal target of 95 per cent. There has been a change 
in the culture at our hospitals. Members can see from the comments in today’s paper, particularly the quotes 
from Dave Mountain from the Australian Medical Association, that nobody wants to go back to the old system 
and that there is much better management of patients with the four-hour rule. The issue is not emergency 
departments. It is about changing the culture of our hospitals, which is difficult to do. He also said that this 
year’s winter would have been an absolute disaster without the four-hour rule. As members opposite know, the 
Australian Medical Association gets stuck into this government as much as it used to get stuck into the Labor 
government.  
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Mr R.H. Cook: Oh, please!  

Dr K.D. HAMES: It is true. What it said today is true. It said that we do not have enough beds. It is critical of 
this government for not putting enough money in. I think we have. Critically, this is a vast improvement on the 
system that was in place before. I think we can achieve the outcome that we seek. 
 


