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The full agenda on the rural health workforce challenge  
 
An adequate supply of safe and high-quality health care to people in rural and remote areas is 
possible, provided attention is given to both the number of health personnel and the quantity 
and mix of care provided.  This is the view of the National Rural Health Alliance, the peak 
non-government body for rural health.  
 
This broad agenda featured prominently in the Alliance’s submission to the rural health 
workforce audit, commissioned by Health Minister Nicola Roxon, as reported in the latest 
issue of Partyline, now available on-line. 
 
“The Australian Government must continue to lead work on these issues. The free market and 
fee-for-service alone will not deliver fair amounts of health care where populations are small 
and distances vast,” said NRHA Chair, Professor John Wakerman. 
 
“Not only is access to professional health care a human right that is currently not available to 
many people in remote areas, it is also a way of investing in the national economy.  A 
successful economy requires fit and healthy workers, so better health services will improve 
workforce participation and national productivity. 
 
“Programs must be in place to ensure that sufficient numbers of health professionals are being 
trained and that a fair proportion of them – 30 per cent or more – are equipped for and 
enthusiastic about practice in rural and remote areas. 
 
“Rural and remote health advocates need to get away from a deficit model and build on our 
advantages, rather than emphasising what we lack,” Prof Wakerman said. 
  
“It is not hard to find health professionals who are enthusiastic about their work even in the 
most remote locations.  It would be great to have similar enthusiasm and job satisfaction in 
large numbers of health professionals in rural and regional centres.”  
 
The Alliance is calling for a broad approach to health workforce planning, involving 
consultation between consumers and professionals and all levels of government, and for the 
use of benchmarks to inform policy makers if and when targets have been met. 
 
It is also calling for a HECS reimbursement scheme for health science graduates who practise 
in rural and remote areas, and a national rural placement scheme for students of health 
sciences as a means of increasing the numbers willing and able to work in the bush.  In 
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addition the Alliance seeks a uniform national approach to assessing, training and supporting 
international health professionals - including doctors - who are particularly important in 
country areas. 
 
The recent commitment of the Council of Australian Government (COAG) to 50,000 extra 
health workers in three years through the vocational education sector will be welcomed by 
people in rural and remote areas.   
 
The Alliance believes priority must be given to regions, sectors and professions in which 
shortages are the most serious.    This includes Aboriginal Health Workers, oral and dental 
health, mental health, maternal and child health, and aged care, with the greatest need in more 
remote areas. 
 
“Rural development is the best long-term strategy for recruitment and retention of 
professionals to non-metropolitan areas - and a comprehensive and affordable IT system will 
be needed for this,” said Prof Wakerman. 
 
The latest issue of Partyline calls for further debate about professional scopes of practice, 
multi-disciplinary teams and the design of training systems for health professionals. 
 
Other reports discuss the forthcoming Federal Budget, the Health and Hospitals Reform 
Commission, ambulance services, allied health and the work-life balance of general 
practitioners. 
 
There is also a two-page spread on ‘Advice to the Health Minister’ from friends of the 
Alliance. 
 
 

//nrha.ruralhealth.org.au/cms/uploads/publications/partyline_32_08.pdf
 
 
 
Further information:  
Prof John Wakerman, Chair:  0417 884 182 
Marshall Wilson, Media:   0419 664 155 www.ruralhealth.org.au 
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