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Government urged to ensure GPs and specialists will head for the bush 
 

 

The Chair of the National Rural Health Alliance, Dr Jenny May, has called on the 

Government to ensure that “a fair proportion” of the extra GPs and specialists promised this 

week will spend some or all of their time practising in areas where shortages of health 

professionals are most severe. 

 

The Alice Springs-based GP said the Alliance was pleased that general surgery, obstetrics and 

gynaecology – which are in particular need in rural and remote areas – are among the targeted 

specialties mentioned in the Prime Minister‟s commitment to double the number of training 

places for medical graduates by 2014.  

 

“The announcement of increased training places in obstetrics and gynaecology signals a 

welcome investment in maternity services.  Moves to reopen some of the birthing services 

that have been closed, or to establish new ones in growing regional centres, will have 

considerable impact on the morale of practitioners for the immediate future as well as 

providing services the local community values highly,” Dr May said. 

 

The Alliance has indicated its enthusiasm for working with governments to translate this 

week‟s announcement into plans that will begin quickly to ameliorate the medical shortages in 

rural and remote areas.  

 

“The groundswell of support for the package will grow when people in under-serviced areas 

are confident they will very soon have better access to GPs and specialists,” said Dr May. 

 

For this to occur it will be necessary to increase commitments to specific programs targeted to 

education, recruitment, retention and support for rural practice.  The Alliance has suggested a 

range of initiatives to speed the process, backed by ongoing investment in programs that are 

already working to encourage rural students to become involved in medicine and „stick it out‟.   

 

The Rural Medical Infrastructure Fund (RMIF) and the Rural Education Infrastructure 

Development (REID) scheme have the capacity to support recruitment, retention and the 

establishment of multi-disciplinary health-care teams while providing rooms for outreach and 

visiting services.  
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“We believe investments of this kind should be planned within regions and local districts in a 

co-ordinated fashion.  Insufficient accommodation in rural communities for undergraduates, 

registrars and other junior doctors or specialists is a frequent impediment and is a key issue 

that justifies further investment in programs such as REID.” 

 

Before the teaching and support of young doctors can occur, expanded support is needed for 

GP and specialist teachers and the practices and institutions in which they work. The 

development of multidisciplinary teams and collaborative teaching and learning environments 

must continue to be a cornerstone of both training and functioning rural environments. 

 

“It is troubling to find some of the State jurisdictions closing facilities and removing positions 

that are integral to teaching and learning in rural and regional areas.  We are hoping the new 

national rural health strategy being developed will provide a set of benchmarks for rural and 

regional areas to measure up to, so we can ensure that teaching and support of training occurs 

and is expanded into  regional settings,” Dr May said. 

 

“Allocation to regional and rural areas of a substantial proportion of the Government‟s $1.1 

billion for clinical training and support for clinical supervisors would be another essential 

complementary measure.  This is a major opportunity to have a fair share of the funding 

flowing to the bush - and strong Commonwealth guidance and support for Health Workforce 

Australia will be invaluable. 

  

“Despite the anticipated tight budget, we are hopeful there will be further news to come about 

equivalence funding to rural and remote areas – perhaps in the context of regional Primary 

Care Organisations (PCOs), their relationship with the hospital networks and preventive 

care,” Dr May said. 

 

The Alliance has encouraged the Government to commit urgently to even a modest package 

of measures which makes it clear that it is a priority to ensure that a fair proportion of the new 

GPs and specialists promised this week will work in rural and remote areas. 
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