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Federal Budget Submission calls for a Drought Research Initiative  
 

 
With many parts of rural Australia currently under great duress, the NRHA has called 
for a small number of new policies that will improve the rural and remote health 
workforce and enable intervention and support measures to help protect people’s well-
being and the future of country communities.   The Alliance has proposed a Drought 
Research Initiative to focus on human wellbeing aspects of the extended dry, and 
modest new investment in a rural placement system for health undergraduates, extra 
scholarships for health students from rural areas, and a three-part plan to improve the 
rural supply of dentists and oral hygienists. 
 
“Despite the drought, the economy is booming and now is an opportune time to help 
protect country communities, to point the way for health service and other 
interventions, and to enable rural people to share in national prosperity,” according to 
John Wakerman, Chairperson of the Alliance.  “The four measures proposed have 
been identified as priorities by consumer groups, and received strong support from our 
health provider groups.” 
 
The Alliance’s package would cost $39.4 million in 2007-08 – a modest amount in the 
context of the national Budget and the severity of the current rural difficulties.  It will 
complement other government initiatives, such as drought assistance to farmers, the 
substantial allocation to mental health, and the Rural Health Strategy. 
 
“It’s clear that some additional investments are needed to help protect country 
communities and businesses from the worst effects of the current situation, and to 
invest in their future sustainability,” Dr Wakerman said. 
 
The Drought Research Initiative, costed at $12.5 million a year, will clarify the human 
impacts of the drought on  individuals, communities and regions, to identify the 
regional and national interventions which will be most effective in the medium term.   
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Evidence shows that rural students are the most likely ones to practise in rural areas 
and that they are under-represented in the main health studies programs.  Investment 
in some extra rural scholarships is a cost-effective way to increase the number of 
health professionals choosing to work in a rural or remote area.  The existing rural 
scholarships have been popular and successful.  For the new Rural Allied Health 
Undergraduate Scholarship (RAHUS), over 900 eligible applications were received in 
the opening round (2006) for the available 65 places. 
 
The Alliance has proposed an enhanced network of University Departments of Rural 
Health which, among other things, would provide support for additional rural 
placements. 
 
For some time the Alliance has identified greater investment in oral and dental health 
as one of its highest priorities.  This matches the view of the Australian Council of 
Social Service (ACOSS) and the Australian Dental Association (ADA).  The Alliance 
strongly supports their proposal for the Australian Government to invest in oral and 
dental health by working through and with the States to cover the minimum costs of 
basic dental care for adults who cannot afford the cost of private fees.  
 
The Alliance’s specific proposals on the topic relate to the rural and remote dental 
health workforce.  The first is a relocation scheme, the second oral and dental 
scholarships, and the third a call for still more extra places in dental schools.   
 
The full NRHA Budget Submission 2007-08 is available at www.ruralhealth.org.au or 
by contacting the Alliance.   
 
 
Further information:  John Wakerman, Chairperson, NRHA     0417 884 182 
  Gordon Gregory,   02 6285 4660 
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