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1998 Federal Budget  -  Rural Older People - Are They Winners or Losers? 
 
The National Rural Health Alliance welcomed the announcement in last week’s 
Federal Budget of additional spending of $24.4 M over 4 years for Rural 
Multipurpose Health and Family Services Network which will see 30 new 
Multipurpose Services (MPSs) established in rural and remote communities.   
 
“The MPS model provides an important one-stop-shop facility for the delivery of a 
variety of health and community services to older people and families in rural 
communities,” said John Lawrence, Chairperson of the NRHA.  “However, the 800 
residential aged care places to be made available within these MPSs should not be 
interpreted as new places.  These 800 places are the result of the repackaging of 
existing facilities into a more integrated service model.”  
 
“Overall, the Budget provides little in the way of additional funding for aged care 
services in rural and remote areas,” Mr Lawrence said.  “The $40M to be spent over 4 
years for special viability assistance and capital grants in rural and remote areas and 
the $20M in restructuring assistance are merely a continuation of the existing funding 
levels announced in the Aged Care Reform Package last year.  The Alliance has 
indicated on numerous occasions over recent months that this amount is insufficient 
for the upgrades of aged care facilities in rural and remote areas.” 
 
The 3.5% increase in funding for the Home and Community Care (HACC) Program is 
also considered insufficient to address the increasing needs of older people in rural 
and remote communities.   
 
“From information provided to the Alliance, it is evident that older people are 
delaying their entrance into residential care facilities due to the confusion resulting 
from the changes to nursing home entrance fees and charges.  While the preferred 
option may be for older people to remain in their own homes as long as possible,” Mr 
Lawrence said, “it is imperative that adequate resources are provided to ensure that 
appropriate levels of care and support are provided through home and community 
services.   
 
“If true ‘ageing in place’ is to be a reality for people in rural and remote communities, 
adequate resources must be provided for both residential and community aged care 
programs.  The current Budget provides insufficient funding for either.” 
 



The NRHA believes that the provision of $190M over 4 years to enable self- and part-
funded retirees to qualify for the Commonwealth Seniors Health Card, could have 
been better targeted to older persons and families in greater need.   
 
“This is essentially an urban benefit for those former high income earners who have 
been able to develop superannuation and other retirement income packages,” Mr 
Lawrence said.  “The generous income levels for card eligibility- $40,000 for a single 
person and $67,000 for couple - makes the assets level of $23,000 for pensioners to 
obtain exemption from the up-front nursing home fees, appear that much more 
miserable.  In the light of these changes to the eligibility criteria for the Seniors 
Health Card, the Alliance will be seeking a substantial increase in the assets 
exemption level for pensioners requiring nursing home care.”   
 
“The failure of the Government to reinstate funding for the Commonwealth Dental 
Program in the Budget is yet another example of where this $190M could have been 
better directed,”  Mr Lawrence said.  “Pensioners entering nursing homes with 
$23,000 have little in the way of resources to cover such extra costs arising from 
visits to the dentists and other health professionals, personal care items, gifts to 
relatives and funeral expenses.” 
 
There are some positives in the Federal Budget for older people in rural areas.  For 
example, the initiative to provide free annual influenza vaccinations for all people 
over 65 years in Australia is stongly supported by the NRHA.   
 
“At the National Public Rural Public Health Forum in October 1997, the poorer health 
status of people in rural and remote areas was highlighted,” said Mr Lawrence.  “The 
prevalence of such chronic diseases as asthma, bronchitis, diabetes and cardio-
vascular diseases significantly increase the risks of complications, even death, from 
contracting the flu.  This public health intiatives is strongly supported by the 
Alliance.” 
 
The $5.9M committed in the Budget for activities during the International Year of 
Older Persons (IYOP) in 1999 is also welcomed by the NRHA.  In recognition of 
IYOP, the 5th National Rural Health Conference to be held in Adelaide in March 
1999, will include specific themes on the contributions, visions and needs of older 
people in rural and remote Australia.   
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