DRAFT LETTER FOR YOU TO WRITE TO NEWSPAPERS OR LOCAL FEDERAL POLITICIAN

You could probably write something better than this, but here something from which to start. Look on the Health Issues Centre website (www.healthissuescentre.org.au ) for links to the addresses of key newspapers etc and of Federal  candidates.

Dear …..

Health is a major issue for …(me/our family/organisation). In particular, I am/we are appalled by the provision for dental services in our community, especially for those on lower–to-average incomes. Waiting lists locally for public services are currently (ring local community health service for current waiting time (but you can safely say at least two years, more in rural areas)) years– a shocking situation. I am sure that Federal MPs do not expect to wait that long for their teeth and gums to be fixed.  

Despite this, apart from veterans and a few people able to access Medicare Plus treatment (on average each GP can only refer less than one person per year), the Federal Government is only subsiding the dental treatment of those people who can afford private health insurance. They are providing about $300 million p.a. to such people via the private health insurance rebate, yet are refusing to contribute anything substantial to lower income citizens (many of them older people) who have generally the greatest dental health needs. Waiting years for treatment must mean that there are more visits to GPs and Emergency Departments for remedial treatment along the way. Indeed, it is estimated that up to 90% of admissions to hospitals in regional Victoria by children under 5 years old are for teeth problems.

We call upon the Federal Government to treat the mouth in the same way as the rest of our bodies and to fund treatment for all equally, not just the better off among us.

etc

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

You could add some local knowledge and your own opinions, or one of paragraphs below:

· There are over 4 million people in Australia who are eligible for subsidised healthcare.  Of these, over 1 million (many of them pensioners) are currently on waiting lists for dental treatment.  

· In some parts of Australia, people are waiting up to five years for treatment on public dental waiting lists.

· Rural areas (usually unfluoridated) have higher rates of decay and higher rates of hospital admission due to dental conditions.

· The cost of the Commonwealth Dental Health Program in 1996 was around $100m p.a.   If a similar program were introduced today, it would cost $200m p.a. to achieve similar results.

· The Commonwealth currently provides around $55m p.a. direct funding for treatment for veterans. Medicare Plus will provide around $5m p.a for dental treatment of medically compromised patients.  The indirect subsidy via the dental expenses taxation rebate is over $23m p.a., while the proportion of private insurance rebate which covers dental care is estimated at around $300m p.a.

· Fee rates for treatment of veterans tend to be the benchmark for State public dental schemes.  Current rates are 33% below average dental fees, and this means that the fees do not even cover overheads. 

· All parts of the dental workforce are experiencing shortages, especially in rural and remote areas.  

· By 2010 there will be 1,500 fewer oral health providers (general and specialist dentists, dental therapists, dental hygienists, oral health therapists, prosthetists and dental assistants) than will be needed just to maintain current levels of access. 

· An additional 120 dental graduates p.a. are required from Australian Dental Schools to meet this shortfall.  

· HECS fees for a dental degree courses are in the highest band, with candidates in 2005 being charged $8004 p.a. or a total of $40,020 for the 5-year degree. Such a large debt is a disincentive  to public service by new graduates.

· Up to 35% of the undergraduate population can now be full-fee paying.  A full-fee place for a student dentist at Melbourne University in 2005 will cost $30,000 p.a. or $150,000 over the 5 years of the course.  

· FEE-HELP, a Commonwealth Government loan scheme to assist full fee paying tertiary students, is capped at $50,000 (indexed).  Full fee dental students therefore have a $100,000 gap in their course fees alone.

If you are writing to a newspaper, check out typical letters and especially their length. Long letters are less likely to be printed.

