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Medicare figures confirm poor mental health services in the bush  
 
Figures released today by the Australian Government reveal what rural people have 
suspected for some time – that the bulk of mental health services covered by the new 
Medicare item numbers are being accessed by people in the cities.   
 
The figures show that, overall, 79 per cent of Medicare claims for mental health 
services under the new items are in metropolitan areas.  For some psychological 
services the figure is as high as 85 per cent. This means that the 30 percent of 
Australians who live in rural and remote areas, who suffer a higher incidence of 
mental illness and face greater risk factors, are being short changed by the initiative. 
 
National Rural Health Alliance Chairperson, John Wakerman, welcomed the proposed 
National Advisory Council on Mental Health, but stressed that the new body and the 
Government needed to squarely address rural services.   
 
“Even if we had the telecommunications capacity we require, simply providing 
telephone or computer based access to mental health services in the bush is not 
enough,” Prof Wakerman said.    
 
“We don’t need more piecemeal programs. We do need to build sustainable primary 
health care systems for the bush that include mental health services. These will be 
different from those in the city, and different between rural areas and remote areas.”  
 
“Rural and remote Australia is best serviced by multidisciplinary models specifically 
designed for their particular circumstances.  The fee-for-service model is dependent 
on health professional supply and is failing people in the bush.”  
 
“We need to systematically apply models that are known to work, such as shared care 
models in rural areas. We also need to systematically address workforce issues, such 
as supporting undergraduate mental health professional placements, enhancing 
professional development opportunities and providing other incentives for mental 
health professionals to relocate and stay in rural areas,” he said. 
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