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Coalition, Labor overlook the rural health vote 
 
With the major parties now falling over each other to prove that less is more, voters may well be 
confused about some election matters.  One thing that is clear is that both sides of politics have failed 
to deliver on relatively simple, low-cost remedies for the health challenges faced by Australians who 
live in the bush.  This is not only a health, equity and justice issue – it will also adversely affect 
workforce supply and national productivity. 
 
In aggregate, people in rural areas have lower incomes, higher rates of poverty and higher levels of  
financial stress than their rural counterparts. They also have poorer access to health services, higher 
health care costs and are exposed to greater health risks.   
 
Despite this, parts of rural Australia offer some of the best lifestyle opportunities in the world as well 
as contributing significantly to Australia’s national economy and international profile.  But it will 
require national planning, and the collaborative commitment of governments and business, to build on 
this fundamental asset and meet the health and community challenges that exist when health services 
are not delivered equitably across the nation. 
 
Only the Greens and Democrats appear to have recognised the importance of a strategic and planned 
approach to rural and remote health – encouraged by recent polling that shows Green voters regard 
health as being the number one election issue in 2007. 
 
With nine days to polling day, the NRHA election scorecard still shows the Coalition ranked last with 
just six points out of a possible 20. Inexplicably the Liberal/National Coalition has failed to commit to 
work collaboratively with the States to develop a national health policy and a plan for rural health.  
Rural communities are disappointed by the Coalition’s failure to build upon the successful medical 
scholarships for rural people it has supported over the years. The scorecard also reflects Coalition 
underperformance on dental health. 
 
Despite its welcome commitment to national planning and health sector reform, Labor still ranks third 
on the scorecard with 12 points out of 20. It has not committed to an Alliance proposal for a national 
rural undergraduate placement scheme.   
 
Neither Coalition nor Labor has yet committed to a plan for the future sustainability of non-
metropolitan areas, and both are underperforming on health infrastructure for small towns, Indigenous 
health, mental health and rural health scholarships. 
 
As further specific and partial announcements are made in the health and community services area, the 
need for a national plan for rural areas, for the health sector, and for rural health, is becoming 
increasingly obvious. Without it, the incoming government will find it hard to meet the imperatives 
that relate to health justice, access and equity for more than seven million rural and regional 
Australians. 
 
Further information:  
Professor John Wakerman, Chair:  0417 884 182 
Marshall Wilson, Media:   0419 664 155 www.ruralhealth.org.au 
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NRHA Election scorecard 
This scorecard refers to the political parties’ election announcements on rural and remote 

health, and scores them against the top priorities of the NRHA.  
http://nrha.ruralhealth.org.au/election/?IntCatId=24 
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Key:   

0 no announcement or does not address the NRHA priority 
1 announcement(s) which partially meet the NRHA priority 
2 announcement(s) which fully meet the NRHA priority  

 

Issue Coalition ALP Democrats Greens 
1. National inquiry re sustainability 

of small rural/remote communities 
0 0 0 2 

2. A national health policy and plan 0 2 
 

2 2 

3. Part of which would be a national 
rural/remote health plan 

0 2 1 0 

4. Health infrastructure for small 
towns 

1 1 
 

1 2 

5. National investment in equal  
Indigenous health 

1 1 2 2 

6. National investment in oral and 
dental health 

1 2 2 2 

7. Rural dental health workforce 
initiatives 

2 2 2 1 

8. Extra scholarships for medicine, 
nursing and allied health 

0 1 2 2 

9. National rural undergraduate 
placement scheme 

0 0 2 0 

10. Mental health services 
 

1 1 2 2 

Running total (out of 20) 6 12 16 15 
  
1. The Greens have committed to such an independent national inquiry. 
2. The ALP intends to establish a National Health and Hospitals Reform Commission to lead development of a 

national health policy.  The Democrats and Greens support this approach. 
3. The ALP and Democrats have committed to a specific rural/remote heath plan within the national health 

policy and plan.  
4. Neither major party has committed extra money for the Rural Medical Infrastructure Fund.  Both are 

announcing financial support for facilities in selected towns.  The Greens and Democrats support extra 
multipurpose community health centres and primary health care services for rural and regional areas. 

5. All Parties are committed to augmented funds for Indigenous health, but the plans of the Democrats and the 
Greens are more comprehensive (in terms of national coverage and/or funding to be committed).  

6. The Coalition's dental health program under Medicare is less comprehensive than the ALP’s plan for a 
Commonwealth Dental Health Program, with the latter supported by the Greens and Democrats. 

7. The Coalition and Labor will fund a new dental school for Cairns, and support the CSU initiative and rural 
placements for existing dental undergraduates.  The Democrats have indicated specific support for 
rural/remote dental workforce proposals.  The Greens support increased dental student places. 

8. The Greens and Democrats support additional undergraduate scholarships for rural people and would reduce 
the cost of access to higher education.  The ALP would double the number of John Flynn Scholarships. 

9. The Democrats have indicated specific support for an integrated rural placement scheme. 
10. All Parties have recognised concerns about the spatial distribution of expenditures under the new Medicare 

item numbers for mental health.  Special rural programs would be supported by Greens and Democrats.  
 

This Election Scorecard reflects the views of the National Rural Health Alliance, but not necessarily the full or particular views of all of its 
Member Bodies.  

 


