
 
Media Release 

28 March 2008 
 
‘Ambitious’ COAG health plan wins peak group approval 
 
The National Rural Health Alliance has today described the COAG Communiqué as a 
groundbreaking document and a turning point in the way Australian governments do 
business.   
 
“It’s as though we’ve just woken up to the fact that Governments are able to put their 
differences aside and allow common sense to prevail,” said the Executive Director of the 
National Rural Health Alliance, Gordon Gregory.   
 
“The Communiqué gives hope that a wide range of collaborative reform is possible.” 
 
The proposal for Community Service Obligations for the maintenance of small and 
regional hospital services is an intriguing and potentially critical commitment.   
 
“The Alliance would like to know how these CSOs will operate in order to assess their 
capacity to improve access to health services for people in rural and remote areas, and 
whether they could be a key part of the promised national rural health plan,” Mr Gregory 
said. 
 
 “Although there are areas that require clarification, the Alliance is very pleased to see 
another step taken towards closing the gap in Indigenous health with the COAG 
commitments to halving the gap in Indigenous employment and providing increased dental 
services.”   
 
At least 48,000 dental services are to be provided to Indigenous people over four years 
under the new Commonwealth dental health program.   
 
Under the COAG agreement the health workforce will gain up to 50,000 additional 
vocational education and training (VET) places over three years from 2008-09 for such 
occupations as enrolled nurses, allied health assistants, dental assistants, and Aboriginal 
Health Workers.   
 
“We hope these proposed positions will target both professions and geographical areas 
where evidence is very clear that workforce needs are greatest, and that they will create 
opportunity for entry into the workforce by people often bypassed, including Indigenous 
people and people with a disability,” he said. 
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The Communiqué also proposes a nationally consistent approach to hospital funding, 
national registration for health professionals, and harmonisation of occupational health and 
safety laws. 
 
“At last it looks as though we’re serious about living in one nation,” he said. 
 
A major reform will be the rationalisation of agreements under which payments are made 
to the States and Territories into five or six core delivery areas.  Under the new National 
Partnerships agreements the current Australian Health Care Agreements will be 
incorporated into a broadbanded National Healthcare Agreement, which will include 
incentives for reform and a change in the evaluation requirements for increased 
accountability. 
 
“The plan to move from measuring inputs to measuring outputs and, where possible, 
outcomes is so obviously desirable it must make us wonder whether it is indeed possible 
and why it hasn’t been done before,” he said.   
 
The 27 member bodies of the National Rural Health Alliance represent consumers of rural 
and remote health services and most of the professions involved with health services in 
country areas. These include general practitioners, nurses, midwives, dentists, 
physiotherapists, pharmacists, paramedics and aged care workers. 
 
Mr Gregory described the speed of reform as “clearly ambitious” and pointed to a range of 
early deadlines for key promises in the health and human services areas that include: 
• finalising occupational health and safety agreements within six weeks;  
• receiving advice on allocation of additional VET places by July 2008; 
• receiving a reform proposal on Indigenous Early Childhood Development by July 

2008 and sustainable proposals to protect Indigenous parents and children from 
violence by October 2008; 

• putting in place the details of the National Partnership and Intergovernmental 
agreements by December 2008 with implementation from July 2009; and  

• longer-term reform following the report of the National Health and Hospitals Reform 
Commission in June 2009.  

 
“In order to maximise the chances of success and sustainability, the Alliance offers strong 
support for this broad and critical reform agenda,” Mr Gregory said. 
 
 
 
 
Further information:  
Gordon Gregory, Executive Director:  (02) 6285 4660 or a/h (02) 6281 3611 
Marshall Wilson, Media:   0419 664 155 
www.ruralhealth.org.au 
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