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Fee brings rows and fewer patients 
Cannix Yau

Demand for accident and emergency services fell by up to 40 per cent at some public hospitals yesterday after the introduction of a HK$100 fee. 

From midnight to noon yesterday, a total of 1,804 patients sought emergency services at 15 public hospitals, 24 per cent fewer than the 2,373 over the same period the previous Friday. 

Demand at Alice Ho Miu Ling Nethersole Hospital in Tai Po, Prince of Wales Hospital in Sha Tin and Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Yau Ma Tei plunged 41 per cent, 40 per cent and 33 per cent respectively. 

A total of 210 bills were issued to patients for later settlement of bills.

Holders with Hong Kong identity cards, their spouses and children aged under 11, must now pay HK$100 per attendance while non-eligible persons must pay HK$570.

Hospital spokesmen reported the introduction of the new charges went smoothly, although several quarrels had broken out over payment.

At United Christian Hospital in Kwun Tong, an argument erupted after a couple forgot to bring their child's birth certificate and were charged HK$570.

After a lengthy exchange, the charge was changed to HK$100. 

Secretary for Health, Welfare and Food Yeoh Eng-kiong said small arguments were bound to happen. 

``Generally, I think the implementation of the emergency charges last night was quite good,'' he said. ``Considering that there will always be incidents where people haven't got any money or forget to bring money and there will be reaction from individuals who don't think we should charge, the staff is under a great deal of pressure. 

``But in terms of people forgetting to bring money to emergency departments or sufficient money, that could always happen.''

Yeoh said the Hospital Authority would learn from the experience.

He said it was still too early to say whether the new charges would reduce abuse of the system though he believed the community had started to accept the new charging system.

Yeoh also reiterated the new charges were not aimed at deterring patients from seeking emergency services but to prevent misuse and wastage.

He expected the new fee structure could result in an average 10 per cent decrease in overall patronage of emergency services and additional revenue of about HK$116 million.

Last fiscal year, there were about 2.5 million attendances for emergency services at public hospitals, with 75 per cent classified as semi-urgent or non-urgent. 

Patronage at Health Department out-patient clinics yesterday was about 95 per cent, similar as that in same period last year. 
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Recently, the emergency service starts to change $100 as the fee. The aim of this decision is not for earning the citizens’ money. This only wants to prevent misuse and wastage for the emergency service. The government official reiterated that this action of charging fee for emergency service can bring revenue to the government and reduce the deficit. And on the first day of charging fee for emergency service, the number of people waiting out the emergency service is obviously drops. We can know that the quantity demanded of 

emergency service drops.

Explanation:

In the past, the emergency room did not charge the citizens any fees for its service. Therefore, there is a large quantity demanded for the service of emergency room. When the service of emergency room is free of charge, quantity demanded is greater than quantity supplied. There exists excess demanded or shortage.

However, since the emergency service starts to set $ 100 for the service fee, the number of people demanding the service of emergency room decreases. This obeys the definition of law of demand. When price increases, quantity demanded, vice versa, ceteris paribus. 

After the emergency services sets price at $100 as its fee, the quantity demanded becomes smaller than quantity supplied. There exists excess supply or surplus.

