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Conference to add to the good news for rural health 
 
Chair of the National Rural Health Alliance, Dr Jenny May, said figures released on Friday by 
the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) reveal some good and bad news about 
rural health and highlight the particular intransigence of the health challenge in remote areas.  
 
According to the report, Health and community services labour force 2006, Australia’s health 
workforce increased by 23 per cent between 2001 and 2006 - but this is countered by the bad 
news that there was a fall in supply in very remote areas.  The remote health workforce 
decreased by 346 workers per 100,000 people.   Nation-wide, in 2006 there were 2,649 health 
workers for every 100,000 people, compared with only 1,379 per 100,000 in very remote areas. 
 
Conversely, very remote areas experienced a rise in the rate of community services workers (a 
category including child and youth service, family services and aged and/or disabled care 
workers, as well as child care and welfare centre managers). 
 
“People living and providing health services in remote parts of Australia will not be surprised by 
these findings, but it is a very serious matter that those people whose health status is poorest are 
falling even further behind where the health workforce is concerned,” Dr May said. 
 
The report provides mixed news with regard to the Indigenous health workforce.  Despite a 45 
per cent increase between 2001 and 2006 in the number of Indigenous health workers 
(doctors, nurses, allied health professionals, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health 
Workers), they are still only 1 per cent of the total health workforce.  Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people comprise 2.5 per cent of Australia’s population.   
 
“Recruiting and retaining health professionals in rural areas is an ongoing challenge that will be 
addressed at the 10th National Rural Health Conference in Cairns in May this year,” Dr May said. 
 
“Lessons will be drawn from studies in South Australia, Victoria and Tasmania regarding the 
impact of identity, culture and lifestage on personal decision-making for health professionals, 
and the influence of an individual’s experience of community and environments.  There will 
be a focus on the allied health professions – for whom data and evidence are particularly 
scarce.  There will also be success stories of localised solutions to rural workforce shortages 
that have been achieved through active engagement between professional, educational and 
rural communities.” 
 
The conference run from 17-20 May 2009.  Registration and program are available at 
www.ruralhealth.org.au  
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