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Call for action to keep outback communities viable 
 
The peak non-government body responsible for improving the lives of people in rural 
and remote areas has called for an inquiry into the health, viability and productivity of 
Australia’s outback communities which are under increasing pressure.  People in 
isolated rural and remote areas should also be supported if, as seems likely, they bear 
a disproportionate share of the costs of climate change and of related policies such as 
an Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS). 
 
The National Rural Health Alliance believes all Australians should be concerned at 
the recent suggestion that governments consider assessing the longer term viability of 
remote communities – especially if this would mean that those deemed unsustainable 
would be ‘written off’ without a fair assessment of the impact on both costs and 
benefits.  
  
Substantial economic, cultural and social losses would result if remote communities 
were simply cast adrift through cessation of vital services that should be accessible by 
all Australians. 
 
Professor John Wakerman, Chair of the Alliance, says people in more remote areas 
contribute significantly to the nation’s GDP through tourism, primary industry, land 
management and a booming mining sector. 
 
Despite this, many in remote areas are falling behind in health, education and earning 
capacity, and are already experiencing increased living expenses through rising petrol 
and diesel prices.  More than half the areas classified as Very Remote are in the 
bottom quarter of socio-economic areas in Australia. 
 
There are about 650,000 people in remote and very remote areas – or the equivalent of 
the combined populations of Darwin, Hobart, Townsville, Toowoomba and Bendigo.   
 
The Prime Minister has indicated that selected industries and population groups will 
be compensated if they bear a major part of the costs of emissions trading.  This 
renewed focus on the benefits and costs of structural change should also encompass 
changes in the Murray Darling Basin and the development of new industries in the 
energy sector. 
 
“Government decisions in these areas provide an opportunity to bring the people of 
remote areas back into the mainstream and to strengthen the resilience of their 
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communities and economies,” Prof Wakerman said.  “But there needs to be a template 
or plan that underpins action – and sooner rather than later.” 
   
The Alliance sees the need for a systematic, empirical estimation of the infrastructure 
and services required to sustain remote communities.  These decisions should be 
informed by the facts that those communities: 
- provide healthier homes for many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

than the regional centres to which they would otherwise have to move; 
- house many of the country’s much vaunted cultural, ecological and tourism 

assets; and 
- if abandoned due to lack of services, would result in significant direct and social 

costs associated with relocation of residents. 
 
The majority of people in more remote areas also have limited public transport 
options.  The local price of goods in remote areas could skyrocket as the costs of their 
transport is included before the 10 per cent GST is calculated.  Compensation through 
the ETS and realistic remote tax rebates would offset these disproportionate costs of 
living. 
 
Professor Wakerman describes it as “paradoxical” that, while money is being spent on 
health, housing and policing through the Northern Territory intervention, people in 
remote areas still cannot access broadband and so are not able to help themselves by 
communicating with the outside world.  
 
“Good information and telecommunications systems are essential for education, 
commerce, health services and engagement in the knowledge economy,” he said. "All 
Australians, including the 3 per cent who are remote residents, need broadband access 
to function effectively in today's world." 
 
Professor Wakerman has also drawn attention to the views of the Council of Remote 
Area Nurses of Australia, which recently called again on government to recognise 
remote area nurses and Aboriginal Health Workers as critical complements to efforts 
to recruit more doctors to the bush. 
 
“This would allow the Australian, State and Territory Governments to end the unsafe 
practice of single nurse posts in more remote areas and fast-track development of the 
remote nurse practitioner in the Northern Territory and other jurisdictions.” 
 
“These are the kind of bold initiatives we need to protect and enhance the future of 
small remote communities," said Prof Wakerman. 
 
Issues surrounding the sustainability of rural and remote communities were a feature 
of last week’s scientific symposium in Brisbane, which was attended by more than 60 
of Australia's leading rural and remote health researchers. 
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