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Combat Poverty Agency Looks for Reform of Medical Card Scheme

The Combat Poverty Agency today recommended that eligibility for the medical card scheme should be fundamentally reviewed. Eligibility should be extended so that more families on low incomes benefit from the scheme. 

Speaking on the publication of the Agency’s submission to the Medical Card Review Group, Helen Johnston, Director of the CPA, said the Agency would like to see steps taken to ensure that inequalities in our health system are eradicated.  She said that it should be a policy priority to provide medical cards for all adults and children on low incomes and to enhance the level and quality of service provided.

The Agency recommends that new provisions be introduced to extend eligibility and to tackle anomalies in the system. These include:

· Introducing a transitional period of one year for those who exceed their eligibility by moving from unemployment to work;

· Guaranteeing that all those on welfare-to-work schemes retain the medical card for three years;

· Uprating eligibility levels for medical cards on a yearly basis to take account of real improvements in living standards;

· Broadening the GMS to include access to services focused on prevention as well as cure, such as cervical smears, psychotherapy, counselling and other mental health interventions;

· Improving the distribution of GP services in disadvantaged urban and rural areas.

“At present”, said Ms. Johnston “the medical card has a perceived value which may act as a disincentive to work for some households with children, particularly if there are children who are prone to sickness. Taking up a job which could be low paid and insecure may cause a family to lose their medical card. The family may assess this loss as too high if, for example, one of their children is asthmatic. As Ireland has one of the highest rates of child poverty in Europe and more children live in households without a working adult than any other EU state this situation is of concern. 

“The existence of a two-tier healthcare system has led to considerable difficulties, particularly for those who are disadvantaged” said Ms. Johnston. “We need to move away from this system to one which guarantees a right of access to adequate and appropriate health care services for all, regardless of ability to pay.”

Strategies for achieving a more equitable and just health care system are outlined in the Agency’s recent submissions to the National Health Strategy and the National Anti-Poverty Strategy Working Group on Health. 
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