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Brian Harradine’s decision on the existing tax package provides an opportunity for the Federal 
Government, with a visionary and bold approach, to develop a new tax package that will rewrite 
the future of rural, regional and remote Australia - and lead to healthier communities in the bush. 

 
At its meeting in Longreach this week, Federal Cabinet should commit itself to development of a 
new tax reform package, one that will turn around the society and economy of rural Australia. 
 
The lessons of the last four years show that Australians as a whole, and rural Australians in 
particular, are looking for fundamental changes to the health and well being of people in non-
metropolitan areas.  They are fed up with the way they have been treated for several decades, and 
fed up with tinkering to improve it.  One of the clearest messages from the 5th National Rural 
Health Conference, attended by over 900 people, was that the voice of rural and remote 
consumers has to be better heard, endorsing what has been politically evident for some years.  
 
The lessons of the last four days show that people do care about those Australians who are 
vulnerable.  Among the most vulnerable are those who are unemployed, those with low incomes, 
those in poor health and those who are just plain isolated.  Many of these are in rural and remote 
areas, and they experience the double whammy of poor status on those indicators, in conjunction 
with poor prospects for improvement of that status.  The existing tax package, due to go before 
the Senate soon, does not provide a fundamental change to this situation. 
 
It would not lead to tax and price signals being used to change, fundamentally, the prospects for 
families and businesses in rural and remote areas, or the balance of city-country population. 
 
With the support and input of rural people themselves, it is possible to put together a better 
package for rural areas.  Governments can lead our researchers, economists, taxation experts, 
planners and communities in work to create an innovative package, not one based lazily on 
models from overseas, some of which are dated and discredited.  The new package could include 
positive elements of the existing package, and more.  It could still reduce transport fuel and other 
business costs, and provide financial certainty to the States, tax cuts to those on low and middle 
incomes, and security for the environment.   
 
To cover these bases without reducing the budget surplus it may well be necessary to have new 
taxes on goods and services.  If this is the case, they should be progressive overall, laying the 
basis for a fairer Australia, not a more unequal one. 
 
Healthy Horizons is a framework for improving the health of people in rural, regional and remote 
areas, signed off by all Health Ministers earlier this year.  It lists goals to be met in ‘whole-of-
government’ work to improve well being.  The Government’s ‘Regional Australia’ Budget 
statement lists existing and some new programs in a number of service and industry areas but 
lacks attention to the ‘big policy levers’, like fuel prices, business costs and income tax.  There is 
no long-term sense in getting doctors to country towns if the towns are going to die. 
 
Defeat of the existing tax package will not mean the end of hope in rural and remote areas.  The 
hope of many people in those areas is that a new package will emerge to meet their needs even 
more boldly and more fairly. 
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