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Health In Action

Statement on the increase in fee of public Accident and Emergency service:
Insights and experience from working with the community and focus group interviews

Health In Action has been providing health services and support to low-income families in
Hong Kong since the beginning of 2015, and is currently conducting an ongoing study about
the barriers of healthcare access among this population.

In view of the increase in Accident and Emergency (A&E) fees endorsed by the Hospital
Authority (HA) board on 15 December 2016, we wish to add depth and context to the current
public debate, through pointing out concerns raised directly by the low-income individuals
and describing our observations working with this community:

1. The current overload of patients at A&E is largely due to a high caseload of non-urgent
and semi-urgent attendances. Yet, rather than merely increasing fees to discourage
usage without offering an outlet, we believe it is important for HA to address the root
cause of the problem, which is a lack of alternative primary care options for many low-
income patients.

2. Low-income individuals are limited in primary care options due to their typical
characteristics of long and inflexible working hours, as well as a general lack of health
insurance and hence unaffordable medical fees. This implies difficulty in accessing
public general out-patient (GOPC) services, which does not provide any service between
10pm to 9am and limited service during public holidays.

3. In fact, our focus group findings confirmed that many low-income individuals who
attended A&E for non-urgent and semi-urgent conditions would prefer not to, but
expressed that they do not have practical alternatives.

We propose:

1. HA to strengthen and increase the scope of primary care services in the public sector,
especially with the additional revenue from the proposed increase of A&E charges, in
order to redress the root cause of the problem of A&E overuse. There is an urgency to
prioritize primary care services instead of focusing only on tertiary institutions.

2. HKSAR government to adopt a long-term vision in promoting the health of the general
public. Short-term solutions such as public-private partnership and healthcare vouchers
are not a substitute for sustainable and responsible public health planning and
expenditure.

3. HA and HKSAR government to strengthen collaboration with community-based
organizations in promoting health education and implementing healthcare policies, in
order establish a holistic and resilient health system responsive to Hong Kong’s aging
population.

In conclusion, the current overload at A&E is just a symptom of a deeper problem of a weak
primary care system in Hong Kong, particularly for the low-income population. In order to
redress such health inequity, it is necessary for the authorities to strengthen primary care and
to develop tighter cooperation with community-based organizations as the sustainable way
forward.

18 December 2016
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