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Local involvement in health services: Why stop at hospitals? 
 
Several weeks ago the Coalition announced its proposal for ‘a takeover of public 
hospitals by local hospital boards’.  Although the idea is yet to be fleshed out, there 
may have been an important truth in the proposal – although not relating to hospitals 
alone but to primary health care services as a whole. 
 
The notion of ‘community control’ has been critical in Indigenous services for 
decades and has been accepted as a key principle in the delivery of effective health 
services to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.  It is therefore curious that 
the principle has not been easily accepted in other health services. 
 
In areas where there is a local hospital, it should ideally be part of a comprehensive 
service involving doctors (GPs and specialists), nurses, ambulance officers, dentists, 
optometrists and allied health professionals such as physiotherapists, psychologists 
and occupational therapists. 
 
Smaller towns, not large enough to support a hospital, could have a general practice 
with a small number of GPs and an arrangement whereby they provide an outreach 
service to satellite communities in their local area.  The costs of providing these 
visiting services could be underwritten through special practice grants. 
 
Local community involvement should be a feature of all these models of care.  The 
local services would work within a regional plan to meet the specific needs of the 
population of their local area, while also being subject to national standards.   
 
A local health organisation, with access to State and Federal funds, could pool 
resources to provide services tailored to the local area.  Local government, community 
groups and organisations such as Divisions of General Practice already play a role in 
supporting local health services, but the task is beyond their allotted role in the 
system, their management capacity and their resources. 
 
Further innovation could ensure that local health services, with the involvement of 
local people within a regional and national system supported by Commonwealth and 
State/Territory governments, are part of the solution to the rural health challenge. 
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