The Prime Minister

The Hon Julia Gillard MP

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2601

Dear Ms Gillard

I am writing to you after 15 months of correspondence with the Department of Health and Aging and the Office of the Treasury, with disappointing results. I have attached with this letter all my correspondence to the above departments and their replies.

I have an autoimmune disease called Alopecia, and am involved with a group called the Princess Charlotte Alopecia Foundation. Alopecia is a loss of hair either in patches or total loss of hair on your head, eyebrows and eyelashes, and in some cases all over the body. Our aim as a foundation is to raise awareness of this disease, to help other sufferers cope emotionally and financially, and to try and lift the very unfair GST that is currently attached to the purchase of a medical wig.

The loss of hair is a devastating event in anybody’s life especially when you are as young as 7. Many of our members are young, and their struggles are enormous both socially and emotionally. At any age it is difficult.

Martin Luther is quoted in the 15th century as saying “the hair is the richest ornament of women.”

Wearing a wig is the obvious way of covering up hair loss. Everyone strives to fit into society by looking “normal”, and a baldhead on a child or a woman is not normal.

A human hair wig with a suction base is the closest thing that is available to make an alopecia sufferer feel normal. The cost is approximately $3,000 and attracts GST. This makes no sense at all as a wig is a medical prosthesis for an alopecia sufferer 

Other medical prostheses do not attract GST under Schedule 3 of the GST Act. In my letter to the Health Minister dated 6th May 2008 I quote

“As I understand under the GST Act 18-47

Other GST free health goods

(1) A supply is GST free if it is a supply of gods of a kind that the Health Minister, by determination in writing, declares to be goods the supply of which is GST free.

Under the GST Act 18-515 Other GST – free health goods

The Federal Health Minister may make a written determination declaring the supply of certain goods to be GST-free s 38-47 of the GST Act For example, GST-free Supply (Health Goods) Determination 2000 (No2) ensures that goods such as condoms, folic acid preparations and sunscreen preparations with a factor of 15 or higher are GST-free.

The same option to make an otherwise GST-free supply under s 38-47 liable to tax (see 18 510) is available to the supplier and the recipient, if they both so wish.”

From my understanding of this, the Health Minister is able to make a written determination at any time declaring that medical goods are deemed GST-free if they fit the criteria under Schedule 3 of the GST Act. They do not require a change to the GST legislation.

A medical suction based wig is made specifically for an alopecia sufferer.

Under the GST Act 18 500 supplies of medical aids and appliances it states –“ for a supply of a medical aid or appliance to be GST-free, namely that the thing supplied (s38-45)(1)(b) must be specifically designed for people with an illness or disability 

My request to have the GST removed from wigs has again been denied. The GST Administration Sub Committee decided at its meetings in November 2008 and February 2009 to not support a change in the GST treatment of medical wigs. I have requested under the Freedom of Information Act 1982 the minutes of the meetings to find out why its members decided to not support a change of treatment of wigs.

\

The letter sent to me on March 11th 2009 states “ the position taken by GSTAS means there is unlikely to be a change to the GST treatment of medical wigs. You may therefore wish to pursue other avenues for assisting alopecia sufferers,”

What do we do?  We have an autoimmune disease recognised for centuries by the medical fraternity, and we have a government who wishes to add a tax to the purchase price of an expensive medical prosthesis. The current estimate of people with this problem in Australia is from 1-4% of the population, but because most people are embarrassed to talk about this problem for fear of discrimination, the exact number is not known. The New Zealand Government makes a contribution towards the purchase of wigs for people with alopecia. Perhaps The Australian Government would consider making a similar payment as well as removing the GST, and actually acknowledge that this is a disease that has many implications on the life of some one who has it.

As a sufferer of alopecia areata from age 7 and alopecia universalis from age 26 it has been a long and hard battle to cope emotionally and financially. The unfair attachment of GST to wigs only adds to the high cost of a medical prosthesis that requires

replacement on a regular basis (after wear and tear).

Again we can go back to the quote of Martin Luther “THE HAIR IS THE RICHEST ORNAMENT OF WOMEN’. Our young boys who suffer from alopecia would agree that this quote relates to them also.

I ask you Mr Rudd to please reconsider the Governments decision to keep the GST on wigs, and to help in any way with financial support for the many families who cannot afford to buy good wigs for their children and themselves.

I have requested several times for a meeting with the Health Minister to discuss the raising of the profile of alopecia (which may in turn stop the bullying and teasing that the children suffer in schools and the playground), but this was denied also.
I thank you for your time and consideration, and hope for a favourable outcome

Yours sincerely

cc

 Leonie Holloway

Office of the Treasurer

P.O. Box 6022

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600
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