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Regional Airlines: Don’t Forget the Direct Health Effects 
 
The NRHA has asked Governments and other key players to include health 
effects when they consider what action is justified by Ansett’s collapse. 
 
“This week’s events have resulted in immediate health problems.  They have 
also reminded us of the need for a guaranteed supply of basic services to rural 
people if they are to have a reasonable quality of life,” according to Dr Nigel 
Stewart, Chairperson of the Alliance. 
 
“Some of the Parliamentarians and media people we met in Canberra this week 
were surprised to hear of the immediate health impacts of the collapse of 
regional air services.  Rural people have been unable to keep appointments for 
treatment or surgery with specialists in capital cities.  Health professionals have 
been unable to get to their rural clinics.   
 
“In some parts of the country the Royal Flying Doctor Service has been the only 
air service still flying – but it cannot cope with all the demand in all areas,” Dr 
Stewart said.  “We are pleased that some of the regional services are being 
patched up through the use of chartered aircraft but continuity of supply is a 
major concern.  And the worst is yet to come. 
 
“We are piecing together evidence about the impact on people in remote areas, 
including Aboriginal Peoples and Torres Strait Islanders.  An Aboriginal woman 
from the north of WA is planning to meet her appointment in Perth for breast 
surgery by spending two days on a bus – just to get there.  A pregnant woman 
from the Far West of NSW has decided to travel to Adelaide by bus: five hours 
there and five hours back.  Children with chronic lung infections arrived at the 
Derby Regional Hospital this week on a Greyhound bus.  Some of our own 
contacts have been unable to meet health appointments with oncologists and 
paediatricians,” he said. 
 
These direct health effects are quite apart from the effects on the participation of 
people from rural and remote areas in the economic and social mainstream of 
Australian life. 
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The Alliance launched its 2001 Election Charter this week.  One of the sixteen 
issues it is promoting relates to the vulnerability of rural services and 
infrastructure.   
 
It is calling for an urgent national effort, led by the Federal Government, to 
increase the security of supply of essential services and infrastructure to people 
in rural and remote areas.  It should include work to establish the world’s best 
practice for providing transport, communications and education services in those 
areas, and to apply them to Australian conditions.  It is also calling for a 
Community Service Obligation approach to the provision of such services. 
 
Some members of the Alliance were concerned that there was no planned 
transition after the Ansett collapse - a transition that could have been funded by 
government - to allow passengers to get home and patients to make other 
arrangements.  Some of them contrasted the ‘state of emergency’ sorts of 
response in Victoria when gas supplies were interrupted with the response to the 
collapse of regional air services. 
 
“For many people in country areas, access to air transport is just as much a basic 
service and a right as gas and public transport are to people in the cities”, said 
Dr Stewart.  “No planes can mean no care.  No planes equals no Patients’ 
Assistance Travel Scheme.”  
 
“It is not just air services and telecommunications where people in rural and 
remote areas miss out.  Much of the other infrastructure in rural and remote 
areas is seriously degraded.   The recent work of the Australian Infrastructure 
Report Card Alliance confirmed the need for major new investment in areas like 
roads, rail, telecommunications, electricity, gas and water, including especially 
in rural areas,” Dr Stewart concluded. 
 
 
 
Further information:  Dr Nigel Stewart, Chairperson, NRHA, on 0419 810 526 
    Gordon Gregory, Executive Director, NRHA, (02) 6285 4660 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note for Editors: the full NRHA Election Charter is at www.ruralhealth.org.au 


