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Ease the pressure on the A&E departments through the public-private partnerships
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Crowds of patients were

hospitals during the Christmas holidays.

forced to wait outside of
emergency wards as the
winter surge hits local
On Christmas day, non-urgent patients
visiting accident and emergency (A&E)
wards at United Christian Hospital,
Prince of Wales Hospital and Queen
Elizabeth Hospital all had to wait for up
to eight hours before being treated. A&E
wards have been stretched to breaking
point time and again during holidays, and
it has added to the suffering of patients.
The Hospital Authority (HA) should ex-
tend the number of general out-patient
clinics that provide service during public
holidays in order to divert patients from
emergency wards. Publicity of its online
platforms which show the A&E waiting
time reference should also be stepped up,
so as to enable the public to make more
informed decisions when deciding where
to seek medical attention. The HA should
also hasten the development of commu-
nity health centres through public-private

partnerships with a view to making

healthcare services more accessible to the
public, for when the number of non-ur-
gent patients visiting emergency wards is
reduced, the pressure on A&E depart-
ments could be eased.

During the Christmas and Chinese
New Year holidays, most of the general
out-patient clinics and private clinics are
closed. As the winter flu season usually
peaks between the same period of time,
patients with even the mildest symptoms
are often left with no choice but to visit
emergency wards at public hospitals. This
exacerbates the pressure on A&E units,
and further stretches patients' waiting
time. During the 2017 Christmas and
2018 Chinese New Year festive periods,
non-urgent patients' waiting time at A&E
wards had gone up to over eight hours,
while the occupancy rate of public hos-
pital medical wards was over 100 per
cent. Some patients waited for over 12
hours and still could not see a doctor,
while some other decided to give up due
to the long queue.

The primary function of A&E depart-

ments is to rescue those who are in criti-

cal conditions, not treating mild illnesses
like common cold or flu. In her Policy
Address delivered in October 2017, Chief
Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor
said the government would allocate re-
sources to improve the healthcare system
and services. The relevant measures in-
cluded vigorously promoting primary
healthcare, reducing repetitive admission
of patients to hospital, and rectifying the
phenomenon where A&E services were
regarded by members of the general
public as the first point of contact in
seeking medical consultation. However,
emergency wards are still overflowed
during every holiday season. Frontline
medical workers are severely overworked
and utterly exhausted, while patients have
to suffer as they are made to endure long
queues. Instead of seeing any improve-
ments, the situation seemed to have de-
teriorated. The HA must take the prob-
lem seriously and commit to tackling it.
Currently, among the 73 general
out-patient clinics under the HA, only 23
of them provide evening consultation

services (i.e. from 6pm to 10pm) from

Mondays to Fridays, and only 13 of them
provide, in addition to evening consulta-
tion services, consultation services on
Sundays and public holidays. As the de-
mand for healthcare services during hol-
iday seasons is growing, the HA should
actively consider increasing the number of
general out-patient clinics that open on
public holidays, so as to alleviate the
pressure on A&E departments. In addi-
tion, the Hong Kong Medical Association
have pointed out that many private clin-
ics are still open for business during hol-
idays. Patients with milder conditions can
seek medical care from the private sector
first. The Association is now designing a
mobile application that aims to assist the
public in finding a private clinic through
GPS.

Via the internet and its mobile app
"HA Touch", the HA has started to
publish emergency ward waiting time
references for public hospitals since De-
cember 2016. However, most people are
still not aware of this online notification
system, rendering it ineffective in divert-

ing patients. The HA should step up
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promotion and publicity work, and look
into the possibility of adding private
clinics that open for business on holidays
into its notification system. By doing so,
the general public could better choose the
medical service that is more suitable for
them via the system, and in turn, patients
will no longer need to rush to A&E wards
with even the slightest sickness.

The government is conducting a com-
prehensive review of the planning for
primary healthcare services. A District
health centre with a brand new operation
mode and funding from the government
is being planned. This centre will make
use of the local network to procure ser-
vices for strengthening medical and re-
habilitation services in the community, so
that the public can receive the necessary
care in the community, and unwarranted
use of public hospital services can be re-
duced. This idea would be beneficial to
the public and should be expedited, so
that patients will be less likely to consider
A&E  departments as their first
choice for medical services.
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