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SCMP Article
Stuck with the tab
Not surprisingly, there was an outcry over the news that, over the past five years, some 197,000 people have left unpaid public hospital bills worth almost HK$322 million. 

Around three-quarters of the defaulters are locals, but the sums they owe are mostly small. Each non-local defaulter owes an average of 10 times as much. In both cases, they are essentially stealing from the rest of us, so it is hardly surprising that people are angry. 

Charges for Hong Kong ID card holders are heavily subsidised, at HK$100 per visit, or per day in hospital, and those on welfare pay nothing at all. There is no excuse for not paying bills that barely cover the cost of the meals you eat during your hospital stay. 

But what can we actually do about it? Suing people who owe just a few hundred dollars would not be cost-effective, so many smaller debts have been written off. 

Public hospitals must treat anyone with a Hong Kong ID card, regardless of how many unpaid bills the patient might have run up in the past. They cannot demand a deposit, or put any real pressure on known defaulters who come back to the hospital. No one seriously suggests denying anyone necessary treatment. 

The government auditors who reported the figures recommended a number of ways to get more bills paid. These include adopting best practices across all hospitals, with common standards on things like verifying patients' contact details. They recommend considering a surcharge on overdue fees and allowing payment by instalment. 

They suggest boosting manpower to collect fees and adopting new performance-management systems, and various other ideas to speed up legal action and make it easier to trace patients. They also recommend finding better ways to identify and trace frequent defaulters. These are all good ideas. 

Personally, however, I don't expect a massive improvement. At the end of the day, the only way to get every bill paid is to have some sort of health coverage system that bills individuals' accounts. There are good arguments for such a system, but we're not going to make such a major change just to save HK$20 million a year from local defaulters. 

As for non-locals, the situation essentially concerns mainland women giving birth here. It is a complicated situation. Barring entry to pregnant women is a non-starter: among other things, it would simply be impractical. Indeed, picking on mainland visitors in any way - such as requiring them to buy insurance - could be controversial, and may be unacceptable. 

Ideally, our public hospitals would demand a deposit when a patient arrives. But what if a woman is in labour? Such things happen. They can't be turned away. 

However, it is not all bad news. Most overseas visitors (77 per cent) do pay their bills. Most of these women give birth here to get the right to an ID card for their baby, not simply to get free care. 

That is why there has been a positive response to the Hospital Authority's package for visitors - charging non-local mothers HK$20,000 for the first three days in hospital. It is also why, although our public hospitals' obstetrics departments are busy, the private ones are currently at their limits. 

Are there long-term costs or benefits to Hong Kong in having a growing number of young people across the border with the right to live here? No one knows. They could be a burden, but my hunch is that they probably will not be. Often, the father is a Hong Kong resident, so the child could apply to come here in due course, anyway. 

The auditors have suggested ways to get more visitors to pay up. Next time you're in a hospital, expect to see signs in simplified characters explaining how to settle bills in yuan. 

On the whole, however, it is even harder to track down someone outside Hong Kong and get them to pay than it is to do it here. 

Hopefully, the Hospital Authority will stem the growth in unpaid bills. But let's put things in perspective: the authority's budget is nearly HK$28 billion a year, while unpaid bills average HK$60 million a year. It might make people angry, but to some extent it is the price we pay for being a caring society.

