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Patient assisted travel a test of the ‘new Federalism’ 
 
Rural patients stand to benefit from improved relations between the Federal Government and 
the States and Territories, according to the National Rural Health Alliance (NRHA).   
 
The NRHA’s Executive Director, Gordon Gregory, says a key test of this improved relationship 
will be the spirit in which the new round of Australian Health Care Agreements (AHCAs) is 
negotiated and signed later this year – and what they finally include. 
 
“Country people are hopeful the new AHCAs can be used to improve and extend the patients’ 
assisted travel schemes, run by the States and Territories. A system of incentives relating to 
State/Territory administration of the schemes could be included in the new Agreements,” Mr 
Gregory said. 
 
Patients’ assisted travel schemes (PATS) make a major contribution to the ability of rural people 
to access specialist health services.  Much diagnostic testing, complex treatment and follow-up 
care are only available at tertiary hospitals, so schemes to subsidise patients’ travel should be seen 
as part of the core services for health in more remote areas. 
 
Assisted travel schemes were being considered last year during planning for the new Agreements. 
Since then the Government has committed $10 million to patient transport services for Tasmania. 
The Alliance hopes this may lead to similar schemes in other jurisdictions.   
 
Last year a Senate Inquiry was held into the PATS, partly in response to the long-term advocacy 
of Senator Judith Adams from Western Australia.  The inquiry’s report, Highway to health, called 
for the AHCAs to include commitments to better services, improved allocation of funding, and 
clear articulation and regular monitoring of services. 
 
The recommendations also included application of national minimum standards for the schemes 
by late 2008, simplification of administrative arrangements, and to have transport and 
accommodation subsidy rates set high enough to encourage people to access treatment early. 
 
Other potential improvements relate to reciprocal arrangements for cross-border travel, support 
for organ donors, consultation with Indigenous representatives, and accommodation facilities in 
new hospitals and health centres. 
 
“Not only will enhancement of the schemes improve rural people’s access to services, it will help 
keep people healthy and out of hospitals,” said Mr Gregory. 
 
In its approaches to Health Ministers, the Alliance has been encouraged by support for a system 
that has greater national consistency but is still flexible enough to suit local circumstances. 
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