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Government Delivers on Rural General Practice 
 
The shortage of doctors in rural areas should soon be improved by measures already in place and 
new programs that have been confirmed in tonight’s Federal Budget. 
 
In combination with longer-term programs already established and the recent agreement between 
the Federal and Western Australian Health Ministers on overseas–trained doctors, tonight’s 
Budget announcements should lead to more doctors practising in rural areas.   
 
There are still some outstanding questions about how the schemes are to be administered, but the 
Federal Government is to be congratulated on delivering its election commitments on: 
 
• retention payments for doctors in rural and remote areas; 
• thirty new Rural Health Services Centres (with some changes, these are what were previously 

known as Multi-Purpose Services); 
• ‘fly-in, fly-out’ female GP services to meet the needs of rural women; 
• the new Medical School at Townsville and the Clinical School at Wagga Wagga; and  
• upgrade of the Bush Crisis Line and further training for remote nurses (although these two 

have not been provided with new budget allocations). 
 
The Bush Crisis Line is an initiative of the Council of Remote Area Nurses of Australia and is a 
service to remote health workers of all professions. 
 
Rural people will also welcome a new initiative in the Budget to establish scholarships for 
medical undergraduates from rural or remote areas. The idea for ‘bonded scholarships’ has had 
considerable political support and was promoted in 1998 by an alliance comprised of the NRHA, 
the National Farmers’ Federation, the Country Women’s Association of Australia, the Australian 
Medical Association, the Australian Local Government Association and the Rural Doctors’ 
Association of Australia.  It has been allocated $1 million a year for four years. 
  
John Lawrence, Chairperson of the Alliance, said “There is now a significant allocation of 
national resources to rural general practice.  It is up to administrators, the professions and 
community organisations to see that the money is well spent, fairly allocated and effectively used.  
The agencies responsible for allocation and expenditure of the money should be subject to 
performance appraisals, in the same way as health professionals are for their clinical practice.” 
 
The Government reports that total expenditure by the Federal Government on rural and remote 
health will top $200 million in the financial year 2000-2001, which compares with some $70 
million four years ago.  The effective allocation of these resources and close scrutiny of the 
outcomes will help ensure that the health of rural people catches up with that of their city cousins. 
   
The Alliance will continue to argue to Federal and State Governments, and to professional 
associations, for equivalent attention to be paid to the needs of allied health professionals, nurses, 
oral and dental health workers, pharmacists and health managers in rural and remote areas. 
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