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Alliance backs PM’s action plan on rural and remote health 
 
The National Rural Health Alliance (NRHA) has backed a proposal by Prime Minister 
Rudd to implement an immediate action plan to improve the supply of health 
professionals in rural and remote areas. 
 
NRHA Chairperson John Wakerman described the promised three-step plan, which 
includes an audit of the shortage of health professionals in rural areas, as “a matter of 
great potential importance”. 
 
“We are delighted the Prime Minister has made this issue a high priority. The Alliance 
suggests the audit should include allied health professionals, dentists, health service 
managers and pharmacists, as well as doctors and nurses.”  
 
He said the maldistribution of dentists was particularly serious for rural and remote 
areas in the context of the government’s intended plans for public dental health 
services.  
 
“As well as dentistry, allied health must also be included in the audit because its 
evidence base is much poorer than the one we have for medicine,” said Professor 
Wakerman. 
 
In its proposal to assist government, the Alliance has pointed to trends in the numbers 
of entrants to Australia's health workforce that will make the shortage of skilled 
professionals even more serious in 15 years’ time than it is today. 
 
“This means the plan must do more than ensuring rural and remote areas attain their 
30 per cent fair share of doctors, nurses and dentists. It will also be critical to push on 
with restructuring the health sector, including its workforce,” Professor Wakerman said. 
 
The Alliance believes this will require urgent attention to so-called ‘workforce redesign’ 
to change the way in which health services are provided between health professional 
groups, ensuring similar standards of expertise and training for both rural and urban 
environments. 
 
Professor Wakerman said action to ensure rural and remote people get their fair share of 
locally-trained health professionals will require continued incentives for students from 
country areas, supported rural placements for all students, and appropriate curricular and 
course structures. 
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“We should increase the focus on re-entry and upskilling programs for health 
professionals and emphasise retention as well as recruitment,” Professor Wakerman said. 
 
In a letter to the Prime Minister the Alliance has further emphasised the importance of a 
national approach to the disparate developments in rural and remote Australia. 
 
“We have reiterated our concern for the sustainability of communities in rural and remote 
Australia.  Some are threatened by long-term decline, loss of population, drought and 
climate change, and others by a rate of economic growth which has negative 
consequences for economic and social infrastructure,” said Professor Wakerman. 
 
“The Alliance is keen to be involved with the new Australian Government on these broad 
rural and remote community issues and takes comfort in the Prime Minister’s early 
recognition of the need for urgent action on rural health issues.” 
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