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HEALTH PRACTITIONER REGULATION NATIONAL LAW AND OTHER
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.  Dr ROWAN (Moggill—LNP) (12.38 pm): | rise to address the Health Practitioner Regulation
National Law and Other Legislation Amendment Bill 2024. At the outset and in accordance with my
register of interests, | declare | am a registered specialist physician with the Medical Board of Australia
and that | have multiple fellowships with a number of specialist medical colleges as well as being a
former president of the Australian Medical Association Queensland and the Rural Doctors Association
of Queensland.

This legislation represents an important step forward in protecting public safety and ensuring the
highest standards of accountability and transparency, not only for Queensland’s healthcare system but
also for the healthcare systems of all other state and territory jurisdictions across Australia. By way of
background and with reference to the aims of this legislation, it is important to first understand that those
who are entrusted with the care of patients have a duty to uphold the integrity of their profession and
adhere to the highest ethical standards. Accordingly, this legislation is seen as a necessary response
to a recognised alarming rise in cases of sexual misconduct within the health professions. In 2022-23,
regulators received 841 allegations of sexual misconduct involving 278 registered health practitioners
under the national scheme. This represented a 223 per cent increase over the preceding three years.

Following this, in February 2023, Australian health ministers, via the Health Ministers’ Meeting,
agreed to amend the Health Practitioner Regulation National Law to improve transparency and provide
the public with more information about practitioners who have engaged in serious sexual misconduct.
At the Health Ministers’ Meeting, the ministers also agreed that national consistency in the
re-registration process was essential, in addition to increased protections for notifiers and prospective
notifiers when making a complaint about a practitioner. In July 2024, all Australian health ministers
reaffirmed their commitment to these amendments, recognising the urgent need to strengthen
protections for patients and whistleblowers whilst ensuring a nationally consistent approach to
re-registration for practitioners who have been disqualified.

As host jurisdiction for the national law, Queensland is responsible for enacting these
amendments on behalf of all states and territories. By passing this legislation, Queensland is importantly
reinforcing its leadership in patient safety and ensuring that the necessary safeguards are in place to
protect individuals from harm whilst maintaining public confidence in the healthcare professions.

| turn to the key reforms contained within this legislation. The bill introduces three critical reforms
to the Health Practitioner Regulation National Law. Firstly, it establishes a nationally consistent process
for practitioners whose registration has been cancelled or who have been disqualified from registration.
Under the new law, these practitioners will be required to obtain a reinstatement order from a
responsible tribunal before they can reapply to a national board for registration. This reform ensures
that individuals who have previously engaged in serious misconduct do not simply return to practise
without due process. | note that this requirement is already in place in New South Wales and it is only
right that we extend the protection across the nation.
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Secondly, the legislation mandates that national boards permanently publish additional
information on public registers about health practitioners who have been found guilty of professional
misconduct, particularly when it involves sexual misconduct. As it stands, the public has limited access
to information about disciplinary actions against health practitioners. This reform will improve
transparency and empower patients to make informed decisions about their healthcare providers and
it will ensure that hospitals and other healthcare employers have the necessary information to protect
their patients. Certainly, that is really important for clinical governance processes not only within
hospitals but also within other hospital and health services, both public and private.

Thirdly, the legislation strengthens protections for complainants and health consumers by making
it an offence to engage in reprisals or actions that would or could discourage individuals from reporting
misconduct, preventing the use of non-disclosure agreements to silence victims or limit their right to file
complaints and rendering any such non-disclosure agreements void under the law. These measures
are essential in fostering a culture of accountability and ensuring that victims and whistleblowers feel
safe to come forward without fear of retaliation.

The significance of these reforms cannot be overstated. The statistics are deeply concerning. In
2024 alone, the Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency received more than 1,156 complaints
against health practitioners for professional boundary violations including sexual misconduct, which is
a 37.5 per cent increase from the previous year. Of those, 174 complaints were related to practitioners
in Queensland.

Sexual misconduct by health practitioners is a profound breach of trust that not only harms
individual patients but also undermines public confidence in our healthcare system. Patients rely on
their doctors, nurses and allied health professionals to provide care in a manner that is safe, ethical and
professional. Any act of sexual misconduct is a violation of that fundamental trust and no Queenslander
and no Australian should ever have to experience or tolerate such behaviour. The expansion of
information available on public registers will help address this issue by making it clear which
practitioners have been found guilty of sexual misconduct. By improving transparency, the legislation
empowers patients and their families to make better informed decisions about their healthcare providers
and ensures that hospital and health services can take necessary precautions when employing staff.

In my remaining time | wish to acknowledge the importance of ensuring fairness and due process
for medical and health practitioners. Whilst this legislation takes strong action against sexual
misconduct, it is also important to recognise the professional and personal implications for health
practitioners who may be accused of wrongdoing. This legislation strikes a balance by ensuring that
disciplinary actions are only taken when a tribunal has made a formal finding of professional
misconduct. There must be a clear and consistent threshold for behaviour that warrants such a finding,
ensuring fairness in the process while maintaining the highest standards of accountability. It is also
crucial that these new provisions do not lead to an environment where practitioners feel unfairly
targeted. The intention of this legislation is not to create unnecessary fear but to uphold public
confidence in the healthcare system and reinforce the ethical obligations of all health professionals. To
that end, | wish to acknowledge the various submissions provided by stakeholders to the Queensland
parliament’s Health, Environment and Innovation Committee through its examination of this legislation,
including from the Royal Australian College of General Practitioners as well as the Australian Medical
Association.

In conclusion, the Health Practitioner Regulation National Law and Other Legislation Amendment
Bill is an important piece of legislation that will enhance patient safety, increase transparency and
ensure serious cases of professional misconduct, especially sexual misconduct, are properly
addressed. By introducing a nationally consistent approach to re-registration for disqualified
practitioners, expanding the information available on public registers and strengthening protections for
whistleblowers and complainants, this bill sends a strong message: sexual misconduct in the healthcare
professions will not be tolerated. Patients deserve to feel safe and secure when seeking medical care
and health practitioners must be held to the highest standards of ethical and professional conduct. |
commend the bill to the House.
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