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Forum on the Assessment of Temporary Résident Doctors
for General Practice
20 April 2005

A National Approach to the Assessment of
Temporary Resident Doctors

Background

The assessment of Temporary Resident Doctors (TRDs) working in area of
need (AON) positions, including general practice, has been a matter of
national discussion at a political and regulatory level since at least 1992 when
it was on the agenda of the Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council
(AHMAC). The concern then was that Australia was too reliant on temporary
resident visa doctors. Restrictions were imposed by the Commonwealth via
quotas on Australian Medical Council (AMC) candidates and immigration visa
applicants. In addition allegations of discrimination due to inconsistencies in
registration processes of TRDs led to this topic becoming a major concern.

Specific problems arose as a result of mutual recognition legislation, exposing
all States to individual jurisdictional practices. The Tasmanian example of
legislating to grant registration, without conditions, to four long-serving area of
need practitioners, thereby bypassing both agreed national standards and the
regulatory role of the Medical Council of Tasmania, raised concerns of political
interference in standards maintenance by Boards. In December 1995, the
AMC was asked by the Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council
(AHMAC) to provide advice on a national approach to assessment and
registration for area of need positions.

In April 1996, a Working Party established by the AMC developed an options
paper for AHMAC, entitled ‘A Structured Approach for Area of Need
Registration’. The options paper, which is enclosed at Attachment A,
proposed a structured approach to area of need registration which matched
individual practitioners to the service needs of the area of need positions. The
1996 model identified the following requirements:

o Definition / categorisation of area of need positions in registration
terms

o Open processes for assessment and registration

o Supervision issues and mechanisms for monitoring standards.

The Working Party stated the following in its introduction;

e The community has an expectation of having access to medical
services which places demands on Governments and employers
to meet medical workforce requirements.

e Medical Boards are concerned with standards issues and the
need to ensure that medical practitioners meet the legal
requirements for registration and maintain appropriate standards
of medical practice.



Current Position

The position described above remains equally relevant today. Recent
examples include the (2004) Commonwealth initiatives to streamline the
introduction of overseas trained specialists into the Australian workforce, and
the recent announcement of the Productivity Commission study into the health
workforce, including ‘regulatory factors that are affecting the supply of health
professionals’.

There are other considerations:

e The changing profile of area of need International Medical Graduates
(IMGs) who no longer are mostly from Commonwealth or countries with
similar health systems to Australia

e Increased reliance on IMG’s in rural and remote regions due to the
inability to attract Australian graduates

¢ Increased concerns raised through the Joint Medical Boards Advisory

. Committee of the AMC about the inconsistency and, to a certain extent,
the quality of assessment of IMGs and the potential impact on the
quality of care ultimately being received by the public

e A shortage of qualified supervisors brought about by the increased ratio
of IMGs in rural positions and demands on general practitioners in
practice

e Conflict of interest concerns arising from Boards placing reliance upon
assessment processes conducted by those with vested financial or
workforce interests

e Commonwealth initiatives to increase the number of IMGs by reducing
barriers to registration, qualifications and remuneration sources (Health
Insurance Commission)

e Changes to immigration requirements, providing increased work
opportunities for overseas qualified professionals

e The workforce impact of increased number of doctors passing the AMC
MCQ and seeking post AMC placements

« Public pressure on governments to meet the increased demand for
medical services

« The need for agreed minimum standards and greater national
consistency in assessment processes for area of need positions given
the proposals for greater portability of registration.

These considerations place increased importance on formulating a consistent
national approach to assessment and registration processes and urnderscore
the message from the 1996 Report to AHMAC which observed:

“failure to do so will see moves towards political rather than
professional/standards solutions to the [workforce] problem”’.

The 1996 Report to AHMAC also identified a number of general principles that
would be equally relevant to the current attempts to agree on a standards-
based national approach. These are:

1. Need for a consistent approach by all Medical Boards to ‘area of
need’ registration
2. The importance of supervision where AON practitioners do not _

meet the formal standards for full registration



3. The need for qualifications and experience to match the service
requirements and clinical responsibilities of the position

4. AON registration should not be open ended and should avoid
‘border hopping’ by being accumulative across States [The time in
each position to be counted towards the total time available for
AON registration].

5. Registration into AON positions should be determined on
standards, not workforce considerations.

A National Approach

This paper is intended to build on the work of the 1996 Report to AHMAC and
provide a way to progress the development of a national approach to the
assessment and registration of IMG’s into non-specialist* AON positions
including AON general practice. Its purpose is to facilitate a “Best Practice
Model” of registration management of IMGs into AON positions that is
acceptable to all Boards and appropriate for the relevant stakeholders. This
provides opportunity for consistency in standards of registration, increased
confidence for each jurisdiction when determining applications from colleague
States and increased public confidence in the quality and safety of medical
services provided nationally.

There are currently significant variations in standards across a number of
processes. These include assessment, requirement for clinical interview,
information required for consideration by the Board, supervision and
monitoring/reporting requirements. Table 1 provides an overview of the
current assessment processes for area of need registration.

Some of these differences are explained by external factors operating within
each State, such as:

. the number of positions declared as area of need and IMGs applying to
a Board (one to the ACT vs. hundreds to Queensland)
the individual resources of the Boards
the time pressures placed upon various jurisdictions by workforce
needs, ‘
the quality of applications
access to appropriately qualified supervisors and
the characteristics of the AON positions (eg rural or outer metropolitan,
GP placements or hospital locations).

However there are some areas in which all Boards have discretion to take
action to improve the consistency of the registration process nationally.
These areas are starting to be addressed and the need to do so shall become
increasingly more pressing as we move closer to realising portability of
registration.

* It is assumed that IMGs who satisfy the requirement for recognition as a “specialist’ in
general practice (eg. who obtain the FRACGP or are assessed as equivalent) will not need to
proceed through the non-specialist AON pathway.
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Recent examples of standardisation of process developed jointly by the
Boards are the English Language Testing policy agreed by the Joint Medical
Boards Advisory Committee and the work now being done on Validation of
Identity (100 points check) as a basis for all registration.

To assist in the above, there are useful recommendations contained within the
1996 Report to AHMAC that are relevant to today's considerations. The
concepts are not overly prescriptive and are adaptable to jurisdictional
resources and requirements. Importantly, there is an emphasis on matching
the skills and experience of the applicant with the position description and
then with the level of autonomy and expected clinical profile serviced by the
position.

This matrix approach allows for support and training of those IMGs who fall
into the lower categories as described by the National Reference Panel
(NRP) on Overseas Trained Doctors (OTDs).

Since the Report to AHMAC was produced there have been developments in
the available resources to assist Boards in this task, including bodies such as
the Postgraduate Medical Education Councils, Rural Doctors Workforce
Agencies and their equivalents and within the Colleges.

Therefore, more discussion is required to see if there is opportunity for these
bodies to continue to provide the assessment and supervision/monitoring and
reporting functions required by the Boards.

This may require some further funding and sources: this will need to be
discussed with State and Commonwealth governments and health service
providers. It is argued that by attracting qualified IMGs, Australia benefits by
avoiding the considerable education and training costs incurred by Australian
graduates. In order to ensure that such doctors are orientated to Australian
medical practice and are able to perform at a level comparable to an
equivalent Australian qualified practitioner it is arguable that governments
should contribute to the costs of ensuring proper and reliable assessment,
orientation and, where necessary, up-skilling.

Guidelines for Essential/Desirable Elements of TRD Assessment —
Issues to be Considered

Pre Registration
1. International computer-administered screening examination (AMC)

2 Verification of qualifications and identity (National Procedure)
3. English language proficiency (National Standard)
4

Review experience and background including relevant College;
assessment of experience

5. Assess evidence of fitness for registration, including where appropriate
character, Certificates of Good Standing, references.



6. Assess job description according to categories based on level of
decision making, clinical profile, available supports and supervision etc.

7. Categorise practitioner based upon NRP categories <] Rapareed: Bullets and

Option A:

Category 1: Similar health system + post grad studies or formal
qualifications in relevant field + Minimum of 5
years independent experience (based on College
assessment)

Category 2: Not from similar health system + post grad studies
in relevant field + Minimum of 5 years independent
experience (based on College assessment)

Category 3: Similar health system + minimum of 5 years
independent experience (based on College
assessment)

Category 4: Not from similar health system + minimum of 5
years independent experience (based on College
assessment).

Category 5: Others.

OR

Option B:. Individual assessment of fitness for the described position
by an independent assessing body

OR

Option C: . Combination of categorisation and individual assessment.
7. Clinical Interview — Limit to Category 2 - 5 or apply to all applicants ?
8. Clinical Exam — Limit to Category 3 - 5 or apply to all applicants?

9. Match position with skills and experience of practitioner based upon
mix of paper based assessment and objective clinical assessment
performed by independent body (eg Board panel, Rural Doctors
Workforce Agency, RACGP)

Post Registration

1. Initial period under direct supervision (1 to 3 months) (The nature of the
- supervision may need to be clarified.)

2. Mandatory professional development and training within first 3, 6 or 12
months of registration as appropriate:

Board briefing session.

Aboriginal health

Woman's health

IMG networking meetings

Cross cultural training.

HIC and Australian health system.



Drugs and poisons session.
Australian welfare system.
Australian financial system.

3. Completion of AMC examination or specialist recognition should be
obtained within a defined period of years from initial registration.

4, Work reports (standardised) - after 1 month, 3 months, 6 months, 12
months.

It is recognised that one of the problems faced by Boards is their reliance on
third party information such as supervisors or employer reports and recruiter
assessments. One of the key principles which all Boards have confirmed is
that assessment and reporting processes need to be provided by independent
parties to allow confidence in the objectivity of the content.

Way Forward

Stage 1: Establish, by mutual agreement, guidelines for
essential/desirable elements of assessment processes

Stage 2: Determine what changes and needs must be addressed within
each Jurisdiction for model to be adopted.
Determine what external support (if any) needs to be sourced
and on what specific issues.
Determine time frame and implementation. [This may need to be
a phased implementation.]

Stage 3: = Determine costs and recovery options —“Who Pays” (eg.
candidate, employer, respective Board, or candidate via
separate application fee)

Stage 4: Agreement on new process, cost and cost recovery
Stage 5: Formalise national policy
Stage 6: Agree on implementation date

O:\Committees\JMBAC\Reports\TRDIssuesPaper2005.doc
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