
 
 
 
 
 
 
Media Release       14 September 1998 
 

A New Commonwealth Dental Program Would Meet Urgent Need 
 
The National Rural Health Alliance has warmly welcomed the announcement in the 
Australian Labor Party’s Health policy document that, if elected to Government, it 
will establish a new dental program for pensioners and low income families. 
 
“We have received many statements about the seriousness of the situation in rural and 
remote areas.  Because of distances, access to dental care is harder for everyone from 
more remote areas.  This means that those on low incomes in remote area are hit by a 
double whammy: they are isolated by both distance and by the affordability of dental 
care. 
 
“We know that because of low incomes in rural areas, people are not obtaining the 
dental care they need.  This means that when they are subject to a dental emergency 
they may have to have extractions instead of repair work.  In other cases people have 
an extraction instead of repair because it is cheaper and involves fewer trips to the 
regional centre.  Having an extraction under these circumstances is like having an 
amputation for a broken leg,” Mr Lawrence said. 
 
The Alliance made written and verbal submissions earlier this year to the Senate 
Inquiry into public dental services.  One of the recommendations from the Report of 
that Inquiry was that there should be a subsidised program for people with low 
incomes, including in rural and remote areas.  The proposals from the ALP would go 
a long way towards meeting this need.   
 
“The sense of urgency is addressed by the commitment to start the new program 
within 100 days.  When it is up to $100 million a year it will be as big as the original 
Commonwealth Dental Health Program which was so successful. 
 
“Rural people have a pragmatic approach to policy issues like this,” Mr Lawrence 
said.  “If something needs fixing we are inclined to say ‘Let’s get on with it’ and not 
worry about which level of government ought to be funding it.  We realise that for 97 
of the past 100 years dental care has been the job of the States, not the 
Commonwealth, but it would be good for the two levels of Government to collaborate 
on what is a an important and urgent issue.” 
 
Note: copies of the NRHA Paper on dental health in rural and remote areas are 
available from its Office. 
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