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Foreword 

These proceedings of the National Rural Health Conference reflect the harnessed enthusiasm 
of over 300 rural people, health service providers and health administrators who together 
participated in the development and endorsement of the National Rural Health Strategy. 

This process grew from an increasing disquiet amongst rural groups about inequity in the 
distribution of health resources to rural areas. Even worse, rural communities were detecting 
a decline of existing services. 

Perceived isolation and powerlessness of rural health professionals led to the formation of 
such lobby groups as the Council of Remote Area Nurses of Australia (CRANA) and the 
Rural Doctors Association (RDA) of NSW. These groups began to raise issues of particular 
relevance to their respective professional groups. 

In 1989, the Rural Doctors Association of Queensland was formed and subsequently 
sponsored the formation of the Rural Doctors Association of Australia (RDAA). 

In 1990 Mr Brian Howe, the newly appointed Minister for Community Services and Health, 
visited Queensland for the Australian Health Ministers Conference to discuss the 
recommendations of the Senate Select Committee on Vocational Registration. This committee 
had recommended the Ministers’ urgent consideration of the special problems of rural 
general practice. 

A small deputation of rural doctors met Mr Howe during his visit and presented him with 
a series of proposals for overcoming many of the problems of rural health. These emphasised 
the need for adequate education and support services for rural doctors and other rural health 
service providers, so that communities could benefit from local, accessible and comprehensive 
services. 

The possibility of a conference to debate and develop these proposals was regarded with 
some initial scepticism, but the Minister’s deep commitment to the success of this process 
convinced us of the need to further promote this option. Our optimism was boosted by two 
important government initiatives during 1990: 

l The Rural Health Support, Education and Training (RHSET) program 

l The Australian Health MinistersAdvisory Council (AHMAC) Rural Health Care Task 
Force. 

The interim report of the Rural Health Task Force was a useful overview of rural healthcare 
problems but it was clear that broad input from rural people was needed to make this review 
meaningful to rural consumers and providers of healthcare. 

A second deputation of rural doctors met the minister again and proposed that the RDAA 
organise a National Rural Health Conference. The Minister agreed to support their proposal. 
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As the Rural Health Care Task Force was to report to the next Health Ministers Conference 
in early 1991, it was therefore imperative that the organization of the Conference be 
expedited to consider submissions, develop a strategy and hold the conference - all within 
a period of 4 months. 

Ms Vi&i Sheedy was appointed as Conference Executive Officer and Ms Tracy Kelly as 
Conference Secretary. Together they worked feverishly in organising the conference, 
advised by two broadly based committees-the Conference Organising Committee and the 
Agenda Forming Committee. 

The work done by these Committees, the Conference Secretariat and officers of the 
Commonwealth Department of Health, Housing and Community Services resulted in the 
development of a (Draft) Rural Health Strategy that was presented to a workshop of rural 
representatives on the 24 January 1991. Their feedback was subsequently incorporated into 
a revised document to be considered at the Conference where it was amended and returned 
to the AHMAC Rural Health Care Task Force for recommendation to the Australian Health 
Ministers Council For endorsement. 

The National Rural Health Strategy serves as a framework for policy and planning in rural 
healthcare. Its successes and failures will be judged over time and will be subjected to early 
review in 1993 at the Second National Rural Health Conference in Armidale, New South 
Wales. 

I hope that these Conference Proceedings, as the companion volume to the National Rural 
Health Strategy, provide both a useful record of the proceedings and a stimulus for further 
debate. 

On behalf of the Rural Doctors Association of Australia, I would like to extend sincere thanks 
to all members of the Conference Organising Committee, the Agenda Forming Committee, 
the Conference Secretariat and all the individuals and organisations who contributed to this 
process which enabled the issues of rural health to be established on the political agenda 

I would also like to acknowledge the generous support of the Brian Howe, Commonwealth 
Minister for Health, Housing and Community Services, and his Department in the staging 
of the Conference. 

A.B. Chater MB BS (Hans) Qld., Dip RACOG, FRACGP 
Chairman, Conference Organising Committee 
Vice-president, Rural Doctors Association of Australia 
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The inaugural National Rural Health Conference held in Toowoomba from the 14th -16th 
February 1991 was a landmark event in the history of rural health in Australia. 

With Ministerial support, the Rural Doctors Association of Australia and the Commonwealth 
Department of Health, Housing and Community Services co-convened an historic meeting 
of over 350 rural health professionals, administrators and consumers to consider, discuss and 
debate a variety of issues in rural health care and service delivery as part of the development 
of a National Rural Health Strategy for Australia. 

These Conference Proceedings, the complete collection of papers, presentations and 
recommendations from the Conference, are a companion volume to the National Rural 
Health Strategy published by the Commonwealth in 1991. The format of the proceedings has 
been constructed to closely follow that of the National Rural Health Strategy, so that papers 
presented have been grouped under common headings within chapters whose titles reflect 
the themes of both the Conference and the strategy document. The recommendations 
emanating from the Conference have been placed throughout the proceedings under the 
headings to which they relate. 

A comprehensive list of participants with their addresses and contact telephone numbers 
concludes this document. 

As Editor, I would like to thank the Conference Organising Committee for offering me this 
opportunity and I trust that, despite the delay involved, these Conference Proceedings are 
a fitting permanent record of the first National Rural Health Conference. 

Mark Craig MB BS Qld,, Dip RACOG, FRACGP 
Editor 
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