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Audit shows desperate need for rescue
package in getting more docs to the bush

RDAA doorstop, Senate Entrance,
Parliament House, Canberra, 1:45pm (AEST) today

The results of a Federal Government audit into Australia’s shortage of rural health professionals
provides stark evidence of the urgent need for a Rural Rescue Package to get more doctors to the
bush and dramatically improve access to local healthcare for country Australians, the Rural Doctors
Association of Australia (RDAA) said today.

“This audit completely supports what RDAA has been saying for many years—that there is an extremely
serious shortage of doctors and other health professionals in rural and remote Australia and the current
range of incentives, while welcome, have been no more than a drop in the ocean in fixing it” RDAA
President, Dr Peter Rischbieth, said.

“The chronic shortage of rural doctors and other health professionals in the bush continues to see rural
Australians having much worse health outcomes and lower life expectancies than their city counterparts.

“RDAA and other rural health organisations have been advocating for some time that, nationally, at least
16000 more health professionals—including 1000 additional doctors—are urgently needed in the bush, just
to ensure access to basic healthcare for all rural Australians.

“Crucially, on first glance, the audit itself seems to have found that the shortage of rural doctors is actually
much worse than even we have been suggesting.

“RDAA welcomes the release of the audit, and we welcome the Federal Government’s subsequent
commitment to establish an Office of Rural Health, as this will give rural health the focus and attention it
needs. However, this Office must not just comprise a desk, a telephone and a kettle. It needs real
resourcing, and it must be responsible for actively driving solutions to the rural health workforce crisis.

“We also welcome the Federal Government’s plan to review the current range of supports and incentives
available to rural health professionals, and we want to be actively and directly involved in this process. Most
importantly, there must be no net loss of supports or incentives as a result of the review—there is a
desperate need to expand the supports currently available, not diminish them further.

“It is also important that the Federal Government—when reforming the Rural, Remote and Metropolitan
Classifications (RRMA) system to ensure a more accurate representation of population and health workforce
data across Australia—does not simply rearrange the deckchairs on the Titanic.

“While we would be the first to agree that up-to-date data is essential if we are to turn the rural health
workforce crisis around, whichever way you slice and dice the figures the iceberg is still there, we are
heading straight for it and the number of doctors on board is still way too low.



“At the end of the day, there have already been a number of reviews in relation to aspects of rural health
service delivery under the previous Federal Government. Our fervent hope is that this Government’s term in
office will not just be remembered as a time of more reviews, but of real action.

“The critical shortage of doctors and other health professionals also puts a focus on getting more students
interested in rural health as a career option. It underlines the need to better support rural-origin students to
get into medical studies—including through more dedicated places for rural students in our medical
schools—and the need for much better enticements and supports to get more young doctors to go bush after
graduating.

“Most critically, the audit provides yet more evidence that the Federal Government must urgently introduce a
key Rural Rescue Package put forward by RDAA and the AMA to get and keep more doctors to rural and
remote Australia. This package comprises:

a Rural Isolation Payment to be paid to all rural doctors (including GPs, specialists and registrars) to
reflect the isolation associated with rural practice; and

a Rural Procedural and Emergency/On Call Loading to better support rural procedural doctors
(including procedural specialists) who provide obstetric, surgical, anaesthetic or primary emergency on-
call service in rural communities.

“RDAA estimates the total cost of the Rural Rescue Package will be approximately $300 million per year,
making it a very cost-effective way of helping to keep rural health services—and rural communities
themselves—functioning.

“To not introduce the Package will only see more tinkering at the edges of rural health and no real increase
in the number of health professionals that rural Australia so desperately needs. This will only continue to
mean poorer health outcomes and lower life expectancy for many rural Australians.”
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