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AMBULANCE SURGE CAPACITY UNIT 

61. Mr S.K. L’ESTRANGE to the Minister for Health:  
I understand there are initiatives to improve ambulance attendance at hospital emergency departments. Linked to 
this, can the minister please inform the house about the ambulance surge capacity unit and how this will impact 
on patient care?  

Dr K.D. HAMES replied: 
I thank the member for the question. For the Minister for Water, I understand the problem; sometimes it is hard 
to tell whether we are 60 or 100! Sometimes there are good things about being Minister for Health and other 
times not so good. One of the great things has been just recently going down with the Premier and opening 
Albany Regional Hospital, which is just a fantastic hospital and one of the biggest outside the metropolitan 
region.  

Mr P.B. Watson interjected.  

Dr K.D. HAMES: I was looking up there for the member for Albany. He is in the wrong spot; he has moved. 
One of the more challenging issues that I have had to deal with as minister has been the problem of ramping of 
ambulances at hospitals. It was bad under the Labor government. It improved initially under us, but since then it 
has steadily deteriorated and so now it is much worse than it was when the Labor Party was in government. The 
reason for this is that there has been a constantly increasing demand on our tertiary hospitals with a fixed number 
of beds available. Members would be aware that something over 1 000 people a week are coming to Western 
Australia. When we combine that with the ageing population, it goes some way to explain the difficulty in 
coping. The four-hour rule has improved things a lot, which is why we were able to improve things initially. But 
since that time it has not been adequate to deal with the number of patients presenting. St John Ambulance has 
proposed a new way of dealing with this issue that we, as a state government, support. We are putting in 
$200 000 of funding to undertake a trial over four months of a new unit, the acute surge capacity unit, at 
Hollywood Private Hospital. There will be 15 beds available and it will be staffed by a combination of registered 
nurses, paramedics and an experienced general practitioner.  

Mr D.J. Kelly: Whose idea was it—St John’s or yours?  

Dr K.D. HAMES: Yes, it was St John Ambulance’s. It is very strongly supported by the union, I might add, 
which was there at the launch today.  

Mr D.J. Kelly: Was it your idea?  

Dr K.D. HAMES: No, it was not my idea, but it is a good idea. I had discussions with St John’s about how it 
would operate and we were strongly supportive. It required funding from government. We are happy to provide 
that and we will work closely with St John Ambulance. Members will recall that when we came to government, 
St John Ambulance was under severe pressure through lack of funding over a number of years. This government 
significantly increased its funding and enabled it, despite the ramping that we see, to provide a service far better 
than it had been able to provide under the previous government. Those emergency cases will still go to the 
emergency department as they have done before, but lower category cases will go to the new unit. As we are 
coming into flu season, it may well be people with flu symptoms, particularly those with chronic disease and 
those from nursing homes who do not need immediate tertiary hospital treatment, who will instead go to this 15-
bed unit for treatment. Some will be discharged and go home once their issues are resolved. Some will be sent 
home with the support of Silver Chain and some during the rest of the day will be sent to the hospitals.  

Remember that ramping tends to be in surges. If we had an even presentation all day to the hospitals, they would 
probably cope, but we often get a large number of ambulances coming at once to a hospital. These units will be 
open seven days a week from 10.00 am to 10.00 pm. Patients will not be kept overnight. They will be sent on to 
the hospitals before the closure of that unit each night and the unit will start again the next day. This will be a 
great addition. It will significantly reduce pressure on our hospitals and at the same time provide much better 
quality of care for patients; instead of being stuck outside hospitals in ambulances they will have quality care in 
beds with staff able to look after them in much better conditions. That will be a far better way to look after 
patients than we have been able to do previously.  
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