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Rural Health Alliance to keep tally of political commitments 
 
The National Rural Health Alliance (NRHA) has developed a five-pronged strategy ahead of the 
Federal Election to improve health outcomes in the bush. 
 
NRHA Chair, Professor John Wakerman, said the health situation in rural and remote areas is now 
so critical that the Alliance has developed a comprehensive action plan which it will ask all sides 
of politics to support. 
 
“We intend to develop a scorecard to help us evaluate where each of the parties stands on key 
issues, which we will provide to rural Australians at an appropriate time before the Federal 
Election,’’ he said. 
 
The NRHA demands include: 

• an inquiry into key issues that affect the sustainability of Australia’s rural and remote 
communities; 

• a national health policy to address the role of Commonwealth and States in the health 
sector – including on hospitals; 

• transformation of the current Northern Territory health initiative into a long-term, well-
funded national program that involves consultation with community and Indigenous 
leaders; 

• extending oral and dental health services to rural communities and a commitment to 
improving the dental workforce; and 

• improving rural-based training by extending the number of scholarships, particularly in the 
nursing and allied health fields, and through a national rural placement scheme. 

 
The peak national body for rural and remote health, the NRHA comprises 27 groups that represent 
many thousands of rural consumers, doctors, nurses, occupational therapists, dentists, 
paediatricians, physiotherapists, ambulance officers, managers and pharmacists. 

 
“The Alliance calls on political parties to commit to establishing an inquiry into the sustainability 
of Australia’s rural and remote communities by an independent body such as the Productivity 
Commission,” Prof Wakerman said. 
 
The inquiry would canvass policies and programs to enhance the sustainability of these 
communities and the resilience of their people. People in rural and remote areas are subject to an 
unprecedented level of uncertainty from economic, climatic and political sources, with many 
unable to access the health services and health professionals they need. 
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The Alliance also seeks a commitment to develop, in collaboration with the States, a national 
health policy to address the responsibilities of governments in health and, under it, a national 
health action plan.   
 
“The national health policy would provide the framework for governments’ involvement in the 
health sector, and among other things the plan would improve the distribution of health services 
and health professionals across Australia, including to rural and remote areas.” 
 
In addition, the national health plan would accommodate existing strategies for particular 
population groups, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and people with poor 
mental health, as well as new plans for a national approach to health promotion and illness 
prevention.  

 
The Alliance further calls for political commitment to address the inequitable distribution of 
health professionals away from rural and remote areas, which is becoming worse, and a policy to 
overcome the shortage of infrastructure to support an integrated primary health care services in 
towns of less than 7,000 people.   
 
“There are many small towns in which it is not economically or clinically sensible to sustain 
stand-alone facilities,’’ said Prof Wakerman.  
 
Although current programs were in place provide to provide services to towns of less than 7,000 
people, the shortage of ‘multipurpose infrastructure’ such as clinic buildings, staff 
accommodation and IT services is a barrier in smaller towns that require primary health care to be 
delivered by integrated teams. 
 
Professor Wakerman called on political parties to commit to a collaborative effort with the States, 
which might be in the context of the negotiations for the next round of Australian Health Care 
Agreements, to overcome these infrastructure barriers in small country towns.   
 
“It should result in both the Commonwealth and the State contributing resources for 
infrastructure, including through the sort of localised 'funds pooling' that already occurs with the 
Multi-Purpose Services program,’’ he said.  
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