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National Rural Health Action Week
Farmers, consumers, councils and doctors —joint call for urgent action on rural health
Key organisations representing rural voters across Australia are urging the Coalition and Labor to support the introduction of a Rural Health Obligation and other measures to ensure rural Australians have better access to local rural doctors, hospitals and health services.

The call comes during National Rural Health Action Week (Sunday 28 October – Monday 5 November), in which 14 peak rural, health and consumer organisations are urging the political parties and rural candidates to commit to a range of initiatives to improve access to local health services and health outcomes for all rural Australians.
The Rural Doctors Association of Australia (RDAA), Country Women’s Association of Australia (CWAA), National Farmers’ Federation (NFF), Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) and Health Consumers of Rural and Remote Australia (HCRRA) joined forces in 2004 to put forward their Good Health to Rural Communities: a ten point plan advocacy document to improve access to healthcare in rural Australia. They are now warning that more action is required by the next Federal Government in ten key areas:
· ensuring an adequate rural medical workforce — getting more doctors, nurses, midwives and allied health professionals to the bush, including through better supports and incentives. (More than 13,000 health professionals — including at least 1000 additional doctors, 5400 additional nurses, 600 additional midwives and over 6100 additional allied health professionals — are needed immediately in rural and remote Australia to ensure even basic medical coverage in the bush).
· small rural hospitals and rural maternity services — ensuring small rural hospitals and their essential maternity and other procedural services are saved from downgrading or closure, and are instead supported and expanded. (Over 50% of Australia’s small rural maternity units have been closed in the past ten years).
· procedural rural medicine — funding to train more procedural doctors (such as rural GP obstetricians, rural GP anaesthetists and rural GP surgeons), providing the right incentives and supports to entice more procedural doctors to rural and remote areas, and ensuring the rural hospitals in which they work are not closed or downgraded.
· emergency medicine — ensuring emergency care capability is maintained in rural communities, ensuring adequate support and remuneration is provided to rural GPs who provide emergency care in locations where there is no hospital, and ensuring adequate transport and retrieval services for emergency patients.
· access to appropriate care — recognition by the federal and state governments that access to local medical care is the right of all rural Australians; providing better patient transit schemes and increasing the financial assistance provided to rural patients who must travel to distant centres for advanced diagnosis, treatment or to give birth; ensuring better access to antenatal care and screening; and ensuring better access to local screening for a range of conditions such as cancer.
· supporting the rural practice team — ensuring government policies support multi-disciplinary rural healthcare teams comprising rural doctors, nurses, midwives and allied health professionals, and recognition of the importance of these teams in keeping rural health services sustainable and viable.
· specialists for regional and rural Australia — ensuring policies and incentives are in place to support rural specialists and train more specialists in rural settings; and ensuring cost-effective locum supports for all rural specialists are provided (modelled on the successful Specialist Obstetricians Locum Scheme).
· Overseas Trained Doctors — better supporting these doctors and providing them and their families with access to free healthcare cover and education; providing them with appropriate mentoring, training and supervision; and ensuring they are assessed through a national standards and assessment process.
· communications and tele-health — improving communications to link local GPs and hospitals with distant specialists; improving access to tele-health technology for rural communities; boosting local government input in the development of programs, services and infrastructure projects; and remunerating local rural doctors who accompany their patients to a tele-health consultation with a distant specialist.

       rural medical infrastructure — while the Federal Government’s Rural Medical Infrastructure Fund is an important initiative in assisting some rural communities to build walk-in walk-out health clinics, the available funding needs to be increased significantly and the application process streamlined to enable more communities to benefit. Funding for local government to upgrade community infrastructure such as swimming pools, walking tracks and sporting facilities is an important adjunct for this program in terms of increasing community participation in healthy activities which fit in with the focus by the major parties on preventative medicine and programs to fight heart disease and obesity.
RDAA President, Dr Peter Rischbieth, said: “The fact that each of these respected organisations are jointly calling for a better deal when it comes to rural health should send a strong message to both the Coalition and Labor that more must be done to get and keep more doctors, nurses, midwives and allied health professionals in the bush. They must also commit to do more to ensure that more small rural hospitals and their maternity, accident and emergency, and other essential procedural services are saved from downgrading and closure and instead supported to provide an increased range of local health services.”
NFF President, David Crombie, said: “Healthcare in rural Australia is paramount. Often farm families are a long way away from the nearest medical facility – under those circumstances often people literally face life-and-death situations. Ensuring rural Australians have improved access to the best healthcare professionals, services and facilities is vital.”
CWAA President, Lesley Young, said: “It is critical that all rural Australians are able to access health professionals and healthcare services locally. For too long we have seen rural hospitals and health services downgraded and closed, and the shortage of rural doctors, nurses, midwives and allied health professionals become worse. We urge the Coalition and Labor to make a strong commitment during the election campaign that they will get behind rural healthcare for the sake of all rural Australians and to ensure the future sustainability of rural communities.”
ALGA President, Councillor Paul Bell AM, said: “The Australian Local Government Association believes strongly that local communities in regional, rural and remote areas should have access to the same quality of healthcare and related community infrastructure as people living in urban areas. All levels of government must work together in consultation with local communities and health professionals to ensure that this aspiration becomes a reality. This will ensure that sustainable and vibrant communities are developed and nurtured.”
HCRRA National Chair, Margaret Brown, said: “It is critical that all rural Australians are able to access healthcare services locally. We encourage all rural consumers to make their presence felt during National Rural Health Action Week and during the rest of the election campaign. Visit your local candidates and let them know what you think the health needs are in your local area. Take your suggestions to the candidates and point out the benefits of such initiatives. Get your politicians to focus on your issues.”
The five organisations will next year publish their second Good Health to Rural Communities: a ten point plan advocacy document to highlight to the next Federal Government what must be done to improve access to local healthcare in the bush.

The Presidents and Chairs of each organisation are available for interview.
Media contact: Patrick Daley (RDAA) on tel: 0408 004 890.



Australian Local Government �Association








