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Introduction 

The National Rural Health Alliance (NRHA) is the peak body working to improve the 
health of Australians living in rural and remote areas so they can live healthy lives 
and effectively participate in Australia’s economy and society.  People are most likely 
to live healthy lives if they live in communities in which human, produced and natural 
resources, as well as social capital, are available and well used. 
 
NRHA’s central efforts are to help overcome the disadvantages that Australia’s 
geography imposes on the provision of modern and effective health services to people 
in rural and remote areas.  But this central concern gives rise to the wider concern that 
Australian society and its governments should recognise the significant impact that 
geography has on economic opportunities, social interactions and non-health services 
as well.  
 
In common with other organisations concerned with ensuring the viability of 
communities and businesses in rural and remote areas, the NRHA believes that the 
current taxation zone rebates system is out of date and should be reviewed1.  The 
taxation zone rebates recognise the disadvantages faced by taxpayers living in the 
remote taxation zone A and the less remote taxation zone B due to climate, isolation 
and the higher costs of living.  It was last reviewed in 1993-94. 
 
The geographic application, structure and level of the rebates are thoroughly out of 
date.  They should be modernised in the light of the government’s intention to reduce 
the burden on taxpayers.  If the beneficiaries of reform are to be those who are 
currently most heavily taxed, people in remote areas must be near the top of the list: 
but for the zone rebates, they pay the same rates of tax but have access to far fewer 
tax-funded services and facilities.  
 
Overcoming the disadvantages and disincentives currently faced by taxpayers and 
businesses in remote areas will both enhance economic activity and improve equity 
between Australia’s regions in terms of people’s access to services and facilities.2   

Summary 

The NRHA believes the tax zone rebates should be revised by: 
• replacing the current Tax Zones A and B with zones based on the remote and 

very remote zones of the ASGC; 
• restructuring the rebates to reflect the existence of large, modern cities and 

towns with good levels of resources and services in northern and central 
Australia and modern work practices such as fly-in, fly-out staffing; and 

• lifting the value of the rebate to adequately reflect the current additional costs 
of accessing goods and services in remote and very remote Australia, and 
providing an incentive to individuals and businesses to settle in more remote 
areas.  By targeting the rebates more closely the net cost of increasing the rates 
to incentive levels would be small. 

                                                 
1 Agriculture and Food Policy Reference Group 2006, Creating Our Future: Agriculture and Food 
Policy for the Next Generation, Report to the Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, 
Canberra, February. http://www.agfoodgroup.gov.au/next_generation.html 
2 The strategic underpinning of remote areas has long-term national benefits and so is a national 
responsibility, not something that can be left to individual employers to fix through workplace 
agreements.  
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Improving the tax zone rebates system 

The current geographic application of the rebate was established in 1984-85, based 
largely on the zone boundaries originally drawn up in 1945.  Since those times the 
population and industries of rural and remote Australia have changed significantly 
and improved standards for measuring remoteness have been developed.  As a result 
of research carried out during the 1990s the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) has 
incorporated a remoteness structure based on the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of 
Australia (ARIA) into the Australian Standard Geographic Classification (ASGC).  
This remoteness classification has been widely accepted and used by government 
agencies and researchers, and the ABS intends to update it at the next census.  Basing 
the rebates on an objective national remoteness classification which is subject to 
regular review would ensure that their application is on the basis of the latest available 
data on population and economic activity.  Previous reviews of the zone allowance 
emphasised the need for it to be regularly reviewed. 
 
Currently the rebates apply to two zones, A and B, with A being the most remote. If 
taxpayers live more than 250 km from a population centre of 2500 in either zone they 
are entitled to the maximum rebate.  Thus, within the current structure there is some 
useful recognition of the impact of extreme remoteness within the zones. But 
residents of large, well-serviced and rapidly-growing towns such as Darwin in Zone A 
and Cairns and Townsville in Zone B receive the same rebate as tiny, isolated towns 
in the same zone.  Using the Remote and Very Remote categories in the ASGC 
classification system as the eligible zones for the rebates would exclude places like 
Darwin, Cairns and Townsville that are classified Outer Regional.    
 
The ASGC classification of remoteness provides a nationally consistent means of 
assessing the geographic restrictions Australians face in accessing goods, services and 
opportunities for social interaction.  People who live in localities in the ASGC’s 
‘remote’ and ‘very remote’ zones have extremely significant restrictions on their 
ability to access a wide range of goods, services and opportunities for social 
interaction (Figure A).  Using the boundaries of these zones would expand the 
geographic coverage of the rebates beyond the current boundaries of Zone A and 
Zone B and would recognise the difficulties faced by the 3 per cent of the population 
who live in remote and very remote Australia3.  In 2000-2001 2.1 per cent of 
taxpayers lived in remote or very remote Australia4.  
 
The availability of the rebate to those who spend more than six months a year in 
specified zones is also anomalous.  Fly-in, fly-out arrangements are specifically 
designed to overcome the difficulties that workers and their families would otherwise 
face in accessing goods, services and social interaction if they lived at the remote 
workplace.  Families involved in fly-in fly-out work may well merit incentives for 
remote activity but the tax arrangements that apply to businesses and employees in 
such circumstances should not be confused with those that are designed to be 
compensation or incentive for permanent remote living. 
 

                                                 
3 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001. ABS Views on Remoteness. Catalogue No. 1244.0.  
http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/free.nsf/0/FCC8158C85424727CA256C0F00003575/$File/12
440_2001.pdf 
4 Bureau of Transport and Regional Economics, 2004.  Focus on Regions 3: Taxable Income, BTRE 
Information Paper 54, http://www.btre.gov.au/docs/infopapers/ip54/IP54.pdf 
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The base level of the rebate has not changed since 1992-93.5  In the less remote areas 
of Zone B it is now a derisory $57.00 a year.  The average annual rebate to the 
480,000 individuals in Zones A and B who have received it in recent years was $416.   
When the rebate was first introduced, its top level was equivalent to five weeks’ 
wages a year.  If this value had been maintained the top level would now be about 
$5,150.00 rather than the current $1,173.00.  This higher rebate would have a 
significant impact in the incomes of taxpayers living in remote and very remote 
Australia.  In 2000-2001 the average income in both zones was between $39,000 and 
$39,5004.  
 
It is ironic that the Regional Sponsored Migration Scheme (RSMS) allows employers 
in regional Australia to fill positions with international migrants if they cannot attract 
local workers while the tax zone rebates scheme is neglected.  A revised and 
modernised tax zone rebate would complement the RSMS by sustaining those who 
already live in remote areas and attracting some existing Australia residents to 
relocate there.6 
 

Figure A: ASGC remoteness areas 
(from Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2004. Rural, regional and remote health: a guide to 

remoteness classifications. AIHW cat. no. PHE 53. Canberra: AIHW). 
  

 

                                                 
5 The rebate comprises a base amount plus a percentage of other applicable rebates such as the 
dependent spouse and sole parent rebates.  
6 “In 1945 taxation zone rebates were successful in attracting people to remote areas.  With a genuine 
commitment and a general revision, they have the potential to do that job again.” Barry Haase, Member 
for Kalgoorlie, 13 February 2006.  


