No levy for GPs says Howard
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The federal government was prepared to legislate to back its guarantee to cover medical indemnity claims but would not levy doctors, Prime Minister John Howard said today. 

The Prime Minister's guarantee follows a warning from the Australian Medical Association (AMA) that essential medical services were at risk after medical indemnity insurer UMP's announcement it would apply to appoint a provisional liquidator. 

The Age reported today the government was considering a levy as part of a long-term strategy to deal with a massive shortfall in funds at United Medical Protection (UMP). 

"I have not considered and the Treasurer has not considered any special levy," Mr Howard told the Nine Network. 

Mr Howard also called today for states to do more to halt the national trend towards medical litigation. He said what was now needed was a period of stability to consider options and Assistant Treasurer Helen Coonan was today meeting the Australian Medical Association and UMP to discuss the situation

"This is a problem that is not really the fault of any one government or group in the community. It has come upon society and we have to work together to solve it," he said. 

"We will give a guarantee in relation to any claims that might arise from procedures carried from today until June 30. We will use that time to talk to all of those who have responsibilities in this issue to bring about a long-term restructuring of the whole situation so that we can avoid this type of development occurring in the future. 

"That is an iron-clad guarantee. If people like, the government will put that guarantee until June 30 in legislation. I don't mind doing that." 

Mr Howard said he assumed the Labor Party and the Australian Democrats would signal immediate consent so such legislation could be implemented speedily. 

UMP, the nation's biggest medical insurer, yesterday moved to appoint a provisional liquidator. Mr Howard said the government could not give an open-ended guarantee to meet all future liability. 

"We are dealing with a difficult position and I am being very explicit about what we will do. At this stage I am not going beyond that. We can't just write a cheque for past obligations and for all future obligations," he said. 

"One of the things we have got to do is change the litigious mentality of the Australian community. 

"I would say to the states if we are to have a long-term solution to this problem, we need a willingness to go further in relation to the curtailment of the claims than has so far been indicated by any state government. You really have to go a long way. 

"The community can't have it both ways. We can't have an unlimited right to sue, yet complain if doctors are not available because they can't afford the premiums." 

