
 

People who choose not to get vaccinated
shouldn't have to pay for COVID care in
hospital

November 11 2021, by Stephen Duckett
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When I went out in Melbourne for a coffee with a friend earlier this
week, the waiter verified my vaccination status before allowing me to sit
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down. But for the unvaccinated in Victoria and New South Wales, it's a
case of no clubbing, no coffee catch-ups, no movies.

Many employers have even gone beyond the government-mandated
minimum and required all staff to be vaccinated as part of ensuring a
safe workplace.

These mandates are designed to reduce the number of COVID-19
outbreaks and their consequences as Australia's "lockdown states" open
up. Introducing different rules for the vaccinated and the unvaccinated
also gives people an incentive to get vaccinated as soon as possible.

Singapore went a step further this week, announcing people who are
unvaccinated by choice will have to pay for their own health care.

This isn't the right way to encourage vaccination, and shouldn't be
replicated in Australia.

What if an unvaccinated Singaporean gets COVID?

Singapore has a complicated system of health insurance which includes
"medical savings accounts" from which people can pay for their health
care and keep the balance for distribution to their estate when they die.

Under the new policy, unvaccinated Singaporeans will still get care, but
could be substantially out-of-pocket when or if they recover. COVID-
related hospital care can be expensive and so could easily wipe out a
medical savings account balance.

Singapore's new policy is implemented with the best intentions—to
reduce demand on a stretched health system by reducing the number of
avoidable hospital admissions among the unvaccinated.
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https://ozsage.org/working_group/business/
https://ozsage.org/working_group/business/
https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/calibrated-adjustments-in-stabilisation-phase_8Nov20210%E2%80%99
https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/calibrated-adjustments-in-stabilisation-phase_8Nov20210%E2%80%99
https://www.moh.gov.sg/cost-financing/healthcare-schemes-subsidies/medisave
https://www.cpf.gov.sg/member/account-services/providing-for-your-loved-ones/making-a-cpf-nomination
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/new+policy/


 

Why some are calling for us to follow Singapore's
lead

Despite high rates of vaccination in Australia (more than 80% of
over-16s are double-dose vaccinated) and COVID cases trending down,
hospitals in NSW and Victoria are still under pressure.

And even though the unvaccinated are only a small proportion of the
population in those jurisdictions, almost everyone with COVID in an
intensive care unit bed is unvaccinated.

Former NSW premier Bob Carr endorsed the Singaporean approach and
called for Australia to follow suit.

Others have hopped on the bandwagon. I strongly disagree.

The importance of universal coverage—for everyone

Australia's Medicare system provides universal coverage for medical and
public hospital care. It's not a system just for the poor, or just for the
well-behaved. It promotes social solidarity.

Widespread vaccination was always going to be the best way out of
lockdowns and the path to reopening Australian and state borders.
Grattan Institute's Race to 80 report supported vaccine passports and
other strategies to encourage vaccination. But how far should these
nudges to increase vaccination rates go?

Undermining Medicare's universality—by excluding the unvaccinated
from its financial protection—is a bridge too far.

Sure, I think anti-vaxxers should know better; their vaccination status
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https://COVIDbaseau.com/
https://COVIDbaseau.com/
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/media-releases/coronavirus-update-for-victoria-10-november-2021
https://www.news.com.au/lifestyle/health/health-problems/you-pay-for-your-wilful-stupidity-bob-carr-calls-for-unvaccinated-to-be-denied-free-healthcare/news-story/4d8cdb8319d20dda21fbc1acf0d7a5e3
https://www.crikey.com.au/2021/11/11/vaccine-refuseniks-need-to-pay-for-the-pressure-their-actions-put-on-public-hospitals/
https://grattan.edu.au/report/race-to-80/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/vaccine/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0264410X15003564
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/vaccination+status/


 

poses a risk to themselves and all of us.

But the Singaporean policy statement has hidden in it the root of the
problem—it is targeted at those who are unvaccinated by choice.

The evidence shows vaccination in Australia—like other aspects of
health care—suffers from a distinct social gradient. Poorer people and
those less well educated have lower rates of vaccination.

This may be because their lives are less well organized, and they can't
take time off from precarious employment to get vaccinated. It may be
they are more susceptible to misinformation campaigns.

Whatever the case, their "choice" may not be a fully informed and freely
made one.

Failures in the government's vaccination program

Penalizing unvaccinated Australians by excluding them from Medicare
would be a convenient way of shifting responsibility on to individuals for
government failures.

Early on, the federal government did not make vaccination easy to get.
And the government has failed to ensure the whole population has all the
information it needs to make good vaccination decisions.

If the unvaccinated were barred from Medicare, these government
failures would magically become a problem for a small number of
individuals, and no longer a political failure.

If we exclude unvaccinated people, where to next?
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https://csrm.cass.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/docs/2021/9/Determinants_of_COVID-19_vaccination_and_views_of_parents_about_vaccination_of_children_in_Australia_-_August_2021_-_For_web.pdf


 

If we exclude the unvaccinated from Medicare's protection today, 
tomorrow we might exclude the smoker, the day after the drinker, or the
person who did not go out jogging, or has not taken up private health
insurance.

Hospital emergency department staff regularly have to care for a drink
driver and their victim on the same day. They have an ethical obligation
to treat everybody equally. Similarly, as frustrating as it might seem, the
health system must still be there for the unvaccinated.

The health system needs to be there for everyone, not just people who
look like us, nor just for people we like, nor just for people whose
choices we endorse.

Nudges to encourage people to get vaccinated are good public policy.
But if they undermine the universality of health care, these well-
intentioned policies would cause more harm than good.

  More information: Correction: an earlier version of this article
incorrectly said unvaccinated people in the ACT were subject to certain
restrictions and ACT hospitals were under pressure.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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