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Work on a primary care strategy is full of potential 
 

Professor John Wakerman, Chair of the National Rural Health Alliance, says the 
comprehensive review of primary care and Medicare, announced yesterday by Minister 
Roxon, is a decision of major potential importance for the health of people in rural and remote 
areas.  The Alliance is delighted that the External Reference Group for the work will be 
chaired by Tony Hobbs, a GP obstetrician at Cootamundra. 
 
“We welcome the Government’s recognition that the current primary care system often works 
poorly, especially in times of acute doctor shortage, in rural and remote communities and in 
low income areas,” Prof Wakerman said. 
 
“In rural and remote communities, current Medicare expenditure per person lags well behind 
the national average, in spite of health being poorer overall in those areas.   
 
“We need to ensure that the skills of all health professionals are available to people regardless 
of where they live, and that payment is from the public purse for those who have clinical need 
but cannot afford to buy private services or do not have local access.  This may be through 
Medicare or other means,” he said.   
 
In its recent submission to the National Health and Hospitals Reform Commission the 
Alliance argues that people should have access, at no-cost or low-cost, to whichever clinician 
can cost-effectively and safely provide each of the clinical interventions required.   
 
Doctors are overworked in many areas and some of them have had to close their books.  
Many of them will welcome this inquiry – hoping for changes that will allow them to focus 
on the patients requiring their care.  At the same time the primary care system should ensure 
that people needing the services of a nurse, psychologist, paramedic, dietitian or 
physiotherapist can get quick and subsidised access to their services. 
 
Health professionals should adopt a team approach as far as possible and ensure that patients 
have ready access to the right treatment with minimal red tape.  This approach to primary care 
already exists in some rural and remote areas, but there is insufficient investment in its 
infrastructure and staff. 
 
Access to regular dental care is a major primary care need that requires much more attention.  
This is the area of most disadvantage for many rural, low income and Indigenous people. 
 
The review might also look at student recruitment, training and incentive issues, to ensure that 
future health professionals are attracted to areas where they are most needed. 
 
Further information:  
Professor John Wakerman, Chair:  0417 884 182 
Gordon Gregory, Exec. Director: 02 6285 4660 
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