E-health at mercy of privacy diagnosis
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Moves to establish electronic medical records allowing authorised doctors to access patients’ details nationally had to be tempered by patients’ desire for absolute privacy and protection, the Australian Medical Association national conference has heard.

Former federal privacy commissioner Malcolm Crompton said while so-called e-health would have significant benefits for patients, there was also an obligation to ensure patients’ full protection and privacy.  He said South Australian research had shown that one in 10 people did not have absolute confidence their doctor would use their health information responsibly, while Californian researchers had found one in six people would risk their health to ensure their privacy.

Mr Crompton said appropriate legislation and sophisticated software systems had to be put in place to ensure full success and community acceptance of electronic medical records.

The increasing skill of hackers and the damage possible from computer viruses and worms also had to be taken into account, he said.  “I’m in favour of e-health . . . but by God, we’ve got to do it the right way round,” Mr Crompton said. “It will be expensive but the benefits will be greater . . . that will deliver trust, use and results.” Australian College of Health Informatics fellow Dr Terry Hannan and University of New South Wales Centre for Health Infor-matics co-director Professor Branko Cellar told delegates the benefits of e-health to reducing costs, limiting adverse outcomes and improving quality of care had been well documented in international research.

Professor Cellar said American research had shown a 12.7 per cent reduction in total costs across patients where an electronic patient record system was put in place.

He said that in the long-term, it could offer more integrated care, shorter hospital stays and increased supervised care within the community, and increasing depth in primary care.

Professor Cellar said that despite this, spending on information technology

in the health sector was well below that of other industry sectors such as

finance.

For the past two years, the Federal Government has been developing Health-Connect, a proposed national health information network that would allow personal information to be collected, stored and exchanged with the individual patient’s permission.

Several trials have been carried out, and research and development will continue for the next two years.

