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Rural Services and the Budget Surplus 
 
Today’s comments by Human Rights Commissioner, Chris Sidoti, highlight the urgent need 
for governments to upgrade infrastructure and services in rural and remote areas.   
 
The seriousness of the situation is emphasised by the Commissioner’s view that access to 
services in country areas is a human rights issue and that their absence is not only reducing 
quality of life, but actually endangering life.  Commenting on his tour of regional areas, 
Commissioner Sidoti said: 
 
“Quite serious and genuine human rights concerns are being expressed to me very regularly. 
Rural people are not receiving the guarantees of basic entitlements at anything like the level 
that we in the cities would expect to get them.  In part the answer must be to actually start 
setting for the first time appropriate benchmarks of service delivery to people in Australia.” 
 
Research presented by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) at the National 
Rural Public Health Forum in October 1997, supports Sidoti’s contention that the lack of 
services in rural areas is putting lives at risk.  According to the AIHW: 
 
“The health of Australians living in rural and remote regions of Australia is worse than those 
living in capital cities and other metropolitan areas. Several factors contribute to these 
differentials.  The most prominent of these are accessibility to, and use of, health care 
services.” 
 
In the light of Treasurer Peter Costello’s announcement of a $1.2 billion surplus, there are a 
number of positive suggestions about areas for immediate government expenditure:   
 
• capital upgrading of aged care facilities, including nursing homes and hostels; 
• refurbishment of vital transport infrastructure damaged in recent floods in eastern 

Victoria and New South Wales; 
• provision of low cost dental services to people on low incomes; 
• programs to support the recruitment and retention of health professionals, including 

doctors, for rural and remote areas; 
• an Office of Rural Communities and other innovative means of promoting rural 

development;  
• increased support for public hospitals in country areas; and  
• increased funding for rural ambulance services and patient assistance transport schemes.  
 
The Alliance will continue to promote these avenues for improved health in rural and remote 
areas. 
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