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Mr MELHEM:
I also rise to speak on the Non-Emergency Patient Transport Amendment Bill 2021.
It is no secret that the past year or past 18 months have been particularly
challenging for Victorians and our healthcare system. The arrival of the coronavirus
highlighted the vital role this sector plays, in transporting patients throughout the
COVID-19 pandemic. As Ms Crozier indicated, as we sit here or stand here, the
government is announcing some measures in relation to the recent outbreak, and we
are not sure whether or not we will be entering another lockdown. That is sort of
just a reminder about the environment we find ourselves in, not just as a state but as
a country, as the whole world, in relation to that terrible, hideous virus. We know
what is happening in New South Wales, and it is basically going through what
Victoria had gone through last year—and so are the other states. I am hoping that
the emergency services personnel and the health team that have been doing a
fantastic job will continue to do so, and hopefully we can get on top of that.
That sort of highlights the importance of the role non-emergency transportation
services play. They assist in the smooth running of Victoria’s critical care services,
making sure that Ambulance Victoria emergency vehicles and crews are available
to attend to our most critically ill, which has been proven to be critical in this
pandemic. I think that is the importance of introducing the bill. When you look at
the surface, you say it is sort of not important, but it is important, because if the
non-emergency transportation services are not there to provide that service, then our
regular emergency service, Ambulance Victoria, would have to provide that service,
and that is going to take away a huge number of resources. That will put us in a
position where we will not be able to attend to critically ill Victorians.
So that is why it is excellent that the Andrews Labor government has made a
commitment to making patient safety a requirement, stating that any transport
providers that put patients at risk and ignore safety requirements will face snap
audits and totally new penalties. Non-emergency patient transporters and
commercial first-aid providers are a critical component of Victoria’s healthcare
system. Non-emergency patient transfers are used for patients who require medical
transport but do not need an emergency ambulance response. With the care
provided by these services, from treating low-level bumps to providing high-level
care such as prehospital treatment, the non-emergency patient transport sector and
commercial first-aid providers are a critical component. For example, you might be
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required to be transferred from one hospital to the next. It is important that we have
a service like this instead of Ambulance Victoria having to provide it. They also
could be transferring a patient from a healthcare setting to a hospital for non-critical
cases. So the sector does play a critical role. That is why it is important that we have
access to high-quality and safe health care throughout our interaction with the
healthcare system, and that we start reviewing the Non-Emergency Patient
Transport Act to ensure patients continue to receive this high level of care.
Now, the bill goes about closing some gaps, making sure that the vehicles that are
used are fit for purpose. We have got some high standards and we must ensure that
the standards do not slip. That could easily happen if we are not careful and not sort
of learning from mistakes in the past and what has happened in other jurisdictions.
That is why it is important that this bill is designed to improve the current standards
in our system, introducing, as I said earlier, the on-the-spot audits to make sure all
the equipment is up to scratch and all the vehicles are up to date. Going back to
what I said earlier, it is making sure that the vehicles and equipment used in
transporting patients are safe and include the vital care and equipment that is needed
to move patients.
Now, whilst we are not dealing with an emergency situation and critically ill
patients who may need to be transported in these vehicles, we know things could go
horribly wrong and an unexpected emergency might happen throughout. A
particular patient transferring from, say, an aged-care setting or from a clinic, for
example, to hospital could be deemed by the medical professionals in these sorts of
facilities a non-urgent situation, but that could lead to complications on the way, so
therefore it is important to make sure these vehicles are fitted with the right
equipment and are staffed by qualified personnel, to a certain degree making sure
they are able to deal with this sort of situation, not necessarily to the same degree or
level as Ambulance Victoria might have but at least making sure the minimum
standards are put in place.
Also introduced are powers to suspend or cancel licences in circumstances where
there is a risk posed to patient safety. This will protect patients whilst also providing
the licence-holder the opportunity to rectify any risks. The requirement of licensing
will only apply for commercial first-aid providers and not volunteer first-aid
providers, who are vital to our local communities as well.
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The bill will also establish a strong system minimum standard—I mentioned some
of this earlier—across both the non-emergency transport and first-aid sectors,
pushing providers to do the right thing or cease the practice. I strongly believe that
the health and safety of Victorians is not up for negotiation. The government is
making it clear it will not cut corners when it comes to the wellbeing of patients and
other healthcare workers. I strongly believe also that providers should be held
accountable for the safe delivery of services with the appropriate quality of care in
the same way that our hospitals and ambulances are.
The 2020 and 2021 budgets saw an extra $136 million being invested into funding
paramedics and ambulances. These commitments are reflected within today’s bill,
which builds on the Andrews Labor government’s proud record of prioritising the
health and safety of Victorians and Victorian healthcare workers. We have seen
fantastic examples of this commitment in the local area. Part of the $7 billion build
program has been allocated to many of our emergency departments and hospitals,
allowing them to increase capacity and provide for more patients and critical care.
In my own electorate of the Western Metro Region this fund has been able to
greatly benefit our local hospitals, including the $29.6 million upgrade to the
Sunshine Hospital emergency department and the $1.5 billion investment in the
Footscray Hospital, which makes it the single largest hospital investment in our
history.
In conclusion, this bill, as I said, provides the mechanism to make sure we improve
the service currently provided by this sector and makes sure they have got the right
transport vehicles, the right equipment and the right standards. The standards are
making sure we have qualified employees performing these roles. They remind the
operators in this industry of their roles and responsibilities in making sure that we
maintain a high standard going forward. It will provide us a vehicle for the regulator
to basically impose appropriate penalties to make sure that compliance rate stays
high and that we maintain these standards. With these comments I commend the bill
to the house.
Finally, I want to take time this afternoon, as we are making further announcements
in relation to the pandemic, to say my thoughts will be with all Victorians,
particularly my constituents in the Western Metro Region of Melbourne, which is
now experiencing a few cases of COVID-19.
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It is affecting a lot of the families in the western suburbs, whether it is Caroline
Springs, Tarneit, Yarraville or Williamstown, and a lot of schools have been closed
as a result. My thoughts are with these families, and I am hoping we will get on top
of this—not hoping, actually I am sure we will get on top of this breakout and make
sure we get back to some normality. With these comments, I commend the bill to
the house.
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