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Rural and remote mental health: the poor cousin  
Figures released this week by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 
show a huge fall-off between city and country for Medicare-funded mental health services 
provided by psychiatrists and allied health professionals. The bulk of mental health 
services covered by Medicare are in fact being accessed by people in the cities 

The AIHW report, Mental health services in Australia 2005-2006, confirms that one in 
five Australians will experience a mental illness at some time in their lives. And one in 10 
encounters at GP surgeries nationwide involve a mental health problem. 

Psychiatrist occasions of service, as one example, display a large variation by area of 
residence. In 2006-07 there were 113 psychiatry services per 1,000 people in major cities 
and just 19 services per 1,000 in very remote areas. 

Professor John Wakerman, Chair of the National Rural Health Alliance, said the figures 
confirm that people in rural and remote areas are the poor cousins where mental health 
services are concerned. 
 
“One third of Australians live in rural and remote areas, suffer at least the same incidence 
of mental illness, and for some groups higher rates, but have measurably much worse 
access to the services they need in the present system,” he said. 
 
“We 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 multi-disciplinary 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.  
We also need to address workforce issues by supporting undergraduate mental health 
professional placements, enhancing professional development opportunities and 
providing incentives for mental health staff to relocate and stay in rural areas,” he said. 
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