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Drug Problems in the Bush:  Substantial but Hidden 
 
Recent evidence has shown that hard drug problems are common in rural areas.  
Nevertheless, drug users and persons with serious alcohol problems remain largely hidden 
in the Australian bush.   
 
Illegal drug users in the country are less visible than their counterparts in the city, and the 
community likes it that way.  The result is a failure to recognise the need for drug and 
alcohol services and support in rural and remote areas.  These claims, made recently by 
rural health experts, have been highlighted in a National Issues Paper, “Drug and Alcohol 
Services in Rural and Remote Australia”, published by The Gilmore Centre at Charles Sturt 
University, Wagga Wagga. 
 
The National Rural Health Alliance (NRHA) has welcomed the publication.  The NRHA is 
seriously concerned that the problem of drug and alcohol services to rural and remote 
populations may continue to go largely unaddressed.   
 
“Early intervention services for  drug users in rural areas are underdeveloped yet critical in 
areas where access to health care is restricted,” said John Lawrence, NRHA Chairperson.  
“One of the most important and potentially effective helpers is the rural GP.  However, the 
difficulties experienced by rural and remote communities in attracting GPs are well known 
and underpin many of the Commonwealth Government’s rural health initiatives.” 
 
David Crosbie, CEO of the Alcohol and Other Drugs Council of Australia and a co-author 
of the publication, agrees that problems of rural and remote populations get hidden from 
political view and therefore do not attract adequate resources.  Mr Crosbie believes 
governments distribute resources on a per capita basis leaving rural health services 
struggling to meet the particular demands and circumstances of rural and remote areas.  
 
“Alcohol and other drug problems often require specialist services.  Small communities 
cannot afford the range of specialists that are readily available to meet the needs of people 
living in large cities,” said Mr Crosbie.  Mr Crosbie said health workers in rural 
communities often had to address a much broader range of drug and alcohol related 
problems than health workers in the city, but have less access to training and support. 
 
The Gilmore Centre has produced the National Issues Paper to focus attention on the need 
for further research, training and assessment of drug and alcohol services in rural and 
remote areas and to support the National Rural Health Strategy. 
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