
 
Media Release 

13 December 2007 
 
Health Ministers urged to work together to assist rural patients  
 
The peak national body for rural and remote health has called on Federal and State Health 
Ministers to work collaboratively to provide better financial support for patients forced to 
travel long distances for essential health care. 
 
The National Rural Health Alliance (NRHA) says the patients’ travel and accommodation 
schemes can be improved through the Australian Health Care Agreements (AHCAs).   
 
These schemes are currently operated independently by State and Territory governments.  
However they lack uniformity in what they provide, in what amounts and under what 
circumstances.  Preventive medicine, antenatal care and child health services, which can be 
critical for good health in later life, are not covered by the schemes. These inconsistencies and 
omissions create hardships for many rural people, including when family or carers might also 
require support. 
 
A recent Senate Inquiry into patients’ assisted travel schemes (PATS) recommended the 
AHCAs be used as a vehicle for improving the system through clear definition of eligible 
services and funding allocation and regular monitoring.  The Inquiry also recommended the 
establishment of a taskforce to develop national standards for patient assisted travel. 
 
Professor John Wakerman, Chair of the NRHA, says the matter is urgent in view of the 
looming deadline to agree on the next round of Australian Health Care Agreements.  As more 
services are closed down in smaller towns, the more critical it is for governments to ensure 
that people do not forego health care because of prohibitive travel costs. 
 
“Often the cheapest and clinically most effective way for rural patients to obtain sophisticated 
diagnostic testing, complex treatment and/or follow up care is to be assisted to travel to health 
facilities in major centres,” Professor Wakerman said.  
 
“The schemes should therefore play a major role in giving patients from rural and remote 
areas equal access to health services,” he said.  “It will be a great step forward if the States 
and Territories agree to include performance benchmarks and targets related to PATS in the 
new AHCAs.” 
 
“It is also our view that the schemes are generally under-funded at present,” he said. 
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