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Wanted: A stronger and clearer national focus on allied health 
 
The Alliance has issued a general challenge to State and Territory Governments to 
prioritise support through their Area Health Services and public hospitals for allied health 
positions in rural and remote areas.  ‘Allied health’ refers to health professions other than 
nursing and midwifery, medicine, dentistry and community pharmacy.  It includes people 
in a range of tertiary-qualified health professions such as physiotherapy, speech pathology, 
dietetics, psychology, occupational therapy, optometry and podiatry.   
 

It is pleasing that Scholarships are now available for allied health students from State and 
Territory Governments, as well as from the Australian Government.  A number of the 
States now have a Principal Advisor for Allied Health Services. The Australian 
Government also provides some allied health funding through the Regional Health Services 
Program and through More Allied Health Services.  There is also a new proposal for 
increased funding for allied heath services provided through GPs in MedicarePlus, 
recognizing the role of allied health in managing chronic conditions and complex needs.  
The new National Framework for the Health Workforce acknowledges that the shortage of 
allied health professionals constitutes a significant gap in health services.    
 

“Despite all of these initiatives, rural health services are still losing allied health positions 
and there are substantial numbers of vacancies,” according to Sue McAlpin, Chairperson of 
the Alliance.  “The Alliance is working to increase the availability of allied health services 
to country people.  Allied health clinicians and the services they provide need to be given a 
higher priority in rural health services,” she said. 
 
Because of the shortfall in staff supply, some physiotherapy and dietetics services have 
been cut.  Difficulty in filling a vacancy can be used as a reason to abolish a position.  
Other vacancies are being converted to generic therapist or counselling positions because of 
the shortage of discipline-specific professionals.   
 

The situation is particularly serious in the public sector.  It is increasingly difficult to recruit 
to vacancies and some experienced allied health clinicians are leaving the system.  Many 
community services are held together by experienced allied health clinicians, whose 
departure complicates an already serious recruitment problem and can weaken services to 
the point of ineffectiveness. 
 
All of this has adverse consequences for patients and existing rural health practitioners.  
“Doctors and nurses cannot do it all themselves; allied health workers are critical to the 
multi-disciplinary health team.  A clearer understanding of allied health professional 
services and needs at executive levels within the public health system is critical to the 
facilitation of effective and co-ordinated health services in rural and remote areas.” 
 
  Further information:  Sue McAlpin, Chairperson  02 6933 2684 

Gordon Gregory, Exec. Director 02 6285 4660 
  

Visit ‘Publications and News’ at www.ruralhealth.org.au 
for all the Alliance’s policy documents on rural and remote health. 


