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Cancer: a case study of rural and remote health service challenges 

 
John Wakerman, Chairperson of the NRHA, expressed the hope that the recent Four 
Corners program on cancer services in rural and remote areas will help keep pressure on 
the States and Territories for service funding, and also that there will be a sustained 
national focus on health service challenges in the bush. 
 
“As we saw on ABC television this week, people in country areas have fewer choices 
when it comes to services for cancer, and health workers are faced with greater challenges 
when they work in relative isolation,” Dr Wakerman said.  “The same situation applies to 
other conditions, including heart disease, injury and accidents, which explain the bulk of 
the excess mortality1 experienced by people in rural and remote areas.” 
 
“In such areas, access to specialised services for all such conditions is more difficult, 
expensive and disruptive of family life.  This means that diagnosis is delayed and 
treatment starts later.  Later treatment results in poorer survival rates,” Dr Wakerman 
said. “So while many diseases occur at similar rates in rural and remote areas as in the 
capital cities, people in rural and especially remote areas are more likely to experience 
poorer outcomes and the risk of death is higher.”  
 
For instance, this is the case with mental illness, where rates in country areas are broadly 
similar to metropolitan areas but the effects are arguably more serious.  The Australian 
Government has committed $1.8 billion over five years, and what is now needed is a 
serious commitment to the implementation of services by the States. 
 
The Alliance is continuing its work to protect people in more remote areas by promoting 
special programs to improve oral and dental health, access to maternity services, and 
support for rural and remote practitioners, as well as workforce planning that ensures a 
sustainable health workforce. 
 
Other priorities for the Alliance include supporting the delivery of culturally appropriate 
care for Indigenous Australians, including support for the role of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Health Workers.  The Alliance has welcomed the Australian Government’s 
proposed new initiatives for towns under 7,000, and continues to lobby for support to 
build the evidence base on rural health outcomes.   
 
“There needs to be a systemic approach which addresses structural reform, as well as 
work to generalise successful local initiatives in these areas,” Dr Wakerman said.  
 
Further information:  John Wakerman, Chairperson, on 08 8951 4700 or 0417 884 182 

Gordon Gregory, Executive Director, on 02 6285 4660  

                                                 
1 ‘Excess mortality’ is the term for the additional deaths in rural and remote areas over and above the 
number there would be if death rates were the same as in the major cities. 


