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New health promotion agency can offer much in rural areas 
 
This week’s passage of legislation to establish the National Preventive Health Agency provides 

another solid basis from which to work for equal health for people in rural and remote areas. 

 

Jenny May, Chairperson of the Alliance, says that because people in rural and remote areas have 

higher levels of chronic illness, greater levels of premature death and higher levels of risk factors 

than those who live in major cities, they have much to gain from an increased emphasis on health 

promotion and illness prevention. 

 

“The particular need for health promotion to succeed in rural and remote areas is illustrated by the 

fact that while rates of smoking have fallen in Australia’s major cities, they have been static in 

rural and remote areas.”  The new Agency provides an opportunity to develop health promotion 

strategies that are better targeted to the bush. 

 

Almost one third of Australia’s disease burden is due to preventable factors such as smoking, 

obesity, poor nutrition, physical inactivity, high blood pressure and harmful drinking.  The WHO 

has reported that Australians would have up to five years’ extra healthy life if these risks were 

reduced.  

 

Despite this, in 2009 Australia spent less than three per cent of its total health budget on 

preventive measures. 

 

From early 2011 the new Agency will lead work on national social marketing programs relating to 

tobacco and obesity, on translating research into action to prevent illness, and on a preventive 

workforce audit and strategy.  The Alliance will press the agency to address practical issues such 

as the affordability of fresh fruit and vegetables, and how local communities can be supported to 

adopt more healthy lifestyles. 

 

“The new Agency should give attention to the particular needs and characteristics of rural and 

remote areas,” Dr May said.  “It should prioritise regions and groups with higher health needs 

and, as well as obesity, alcohol and smoking, it should focus on accidents and support for healthy 

pregnancies and early childhood health.”  

 

Australia’s experience with road safety, HIV, tobacco-reduction, SunSmart campaigns and 

childhood immunisation shows that not only do well-funded, well-designed, long-term preventive 

approaches work, they also earn excellent returns on the investments made.  This can be 

particularly the case in rural and remote areas. 
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