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HEALTH WORKFORCE REVIEW — MORE THAN WELCOME: NEEDED

Services for Australian Rural and Remote Allied Health (SARRAH) joins the chorus of voices
welcoming establishment of the Unleashing the Potential of our Health Workforce Review
announced by Federal Minister for Health and Aged Care, the Hon Mark Butler MP. The
Review is among the most important recommendations of the Strengthening Medicare
Taskforce as it aims to enable health practitioners to work to the full scope of their skills and
training. This is central to improving productivity and sustainability across our health and
social services systems. As importantly, it is needed to help Australians access services they
need, where and when they need them. Our current system cannot deliver that, is costing us
more every year and is falling short of providing communities with what they need to enjoy
healthy, productive lives.

SARRAH is pleased the Minister has appointed a highly experienced health workforce expert
to lead the Review. Professor Mark Cormack is extremely well qualified for the role. His very
senior experience across spheres of government, including as former CEO of Health
Workforce Australia, means Mark brings a deep understanding of the health workforce as a
whole and how access, capacity, distributional and person-centred models of care depend on
enabling health professionals to apply their skills and training to deliver the best results for
people and the systems they rely on.

The Review will build on other initiatives the Australian Government has introduced a part of
the Strengthening Medicare agenda. To improve access, quality and sustainability of primary
health care some fundamental system-wide reform is needed. Necessary reform is underway.
However more action is needed to shift from existing structures and investments that adhere
to atemplate of service design and funding that is unsuited to contemporary needs, becoming
increasingly out-dated and is failing to deliver even basic preventive and primary health care
access for literally millions of Australians.

“These reforms are more than consistent with the Intergenerational Report, released by
Treasurer Chalmers yesterday, they are what’s needed to realise the ambitions it identifies
for Australia’s preferred future”, said Cath Maloney SARRAH CEO.

SARRAH endorses others views responding to the Review announcement, including that of
Australian Health and Hospital Association Chief Executive Kylie Woolcock who noted “The
health system can only function with a strong and effective workforce, and ensuring a
sustainable supply and appropriate skill-mix will require effective cooperation and
governance across multiple sectors’ and that ‘We want to see this review enable a national
framework for more sophisticated, place-based health workforce planning that goes beyond
the adequacy and distribution of the workforce as it currently exists.”

Nationally there are over 200,000 allied health professionals in Australia, but the systems
don’t enable enough of them to work in rural and remote Australia, even when they want to.
Workforce shortages are severe and chronic which means people who need services simply
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can’t get them. Similarly, nurses and midwives make up the single largest health professional
group in Australia, but funding and service restrictions can prevent them working to their full
scope or delivering care they have the skills to provide even when no alternative provider
exists. “This was the situation our colleagues at the Australian Practice Nurses Association
have highlighted in relation to the impending closure of a much-needed primary health
service in Cardwell in north Queensland. That’s only one example. There are other parts of
Queensland, for example, the size of Victoria, that do not have a GP, a pharmacist or an
Aboriginal medical service”, said Cath. “That is not a universal health system”.

There are good, innovative models of health workforce development, support and
distribution. There are many that target doctors, but comparatively few that support nurses
and fewer that support allied health workforce distribution and access.

SARRAH is working on one innovative approach, with support from the Federal government
to build a rural generalist pathway to strengthen allied health workforce capacity in NGO
organisations and private providers in rural and remote communities. “The model has been
gaining traction in the public health systems of other states and territories and there is strong
and growing interest among rural and remote allied health service providers nationally,” said
Cath. “Another successful example is the Aboriginal Health Academy being rolled out in a
growing number of locations, by Indigenous Allied Health Australia. They exist, they work, but
they take time, investment, scale and commitment”.

SARRAH is eager to support and contribute to Unleashing the Potential of our Health
Workforce Review. We were formed almost 30 years ago by allied health professionals
working across rural and remote Australia, who saw need in the communities they care for
and decided to take action to address the need. We still do that. We are an industry leader.
Our members know the sector they work in and know the communities they work with. We
want to work with the partners who want to get things done.

Please direct interviews and media enquiries to: Catherine Maloney

Chief Executive Officer

Services for Australian Rural and Remote Allied Health

catherine@sarrah.org.au 0423 413 614

SARRAH is the peak body representing rural and remote allied health professionals (AHPs) working in
public, private and/or community settings SARRAH advocates on behalf of rural and remote Australian
communities. SARRAH maintains that every Australian should have access to health services wherever
they live, and the allied health services are fundamental to the well-being of all Australians.

SARRAH represents 27 different allied health professions, including: Audiology; Medical Imaging;
Paramedics; Chinese Medicine; Nuclear Medicine; Pharmacy; Chiropractic; Radiation Therapy;
Physiotherapy; Dental and Oral Health; Health Promotion; Podiatry; Dentistry; Occupational Therapy;
Prosthetics; Dietetics and Nutrition; Optometry; Psychology; Diabetes Education; Orthoptics; Speech
Pathology; Exercise Physiology; Orthotics; Social Work; Genetic Counselling; Osteopathy; Sonography.
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