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 THE health of indigenous Australians had not improved over the past decade 
because of federal government apathy, Australia's peak medical authority said 
yesterday. 

The Australian Medical Association said the Government was being slow to 
implement public health policy that would otherwise save the lives of many 
indigenous people. 

A report in the latest edition of the AMA's Medical Journal of Australia said the 
bureaucracy was locked into a cycle of endless consultations, policy and strategy 
formulation and measurement while the overall state of indigenous health 
deteriorated.  

"In the 10 years 1990-2000, despite improvements in some conditions, there has 
been little or no overall progress in the health of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander populations of Australia," the report said. 

"Where is the response to the huge shortage of doctors and nurses to work in 
indigenous health? For any other section of the population there would be a massive 
outcry and appropriate remedial action," said report authors Ian Ring, Adjunct 
Professor of Public Health at James Cook University, and Ngaire Brown, CEO of the 
Australian Indigenous Doctors Association. 

The report said doctor numbers needed to be increased 60 per cent, or 500 doctors, 
to address a gross shortage, and nurse numbers needed to be increased 25 per cent. 

The authors pointed to Australian Bureau of Statistics figures showing no increase in 
the indigenous average age of death from 51 in the past 10 years despite an increase 

of three years for the total Australian population. 

The report criticised the Government's "deafening silence" on indigenous health 
despite the fact that over the past 10 years the gap between the mortality of 
indigenous and other Australians had widened. 

"We don't need new solutions, new strategies, some magic bullet. We need to 
implement strategies," the report said. 

The article said the Commonwealth Government, through programs under its direct 
control, spent only 74 a head on indigenous Australians for every dollar spent on the 
rest of the population. 

According to the Statistics Bureau, infant mortality and overall death rates for 
indigenous Australians are almost three times that of the general Australian 
population. 
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 "These are unacceptable statistics for treatable and preventable conditions. Progress 
in providing access to health services for Aboriginal communities is much too slow," 
Dr Ring said. 

The report called for a fully and adequately funded national program to build up the 
necessary community-controlled health services for prevention and treatment. 
Training of specialist staff, including some indigenous doctors and for a national 
infrastructure plan to rectify the continuing deficiencies in water supply, sanitation, 
education and other basic services. 

"It isn't that the modest funds required for adequate health services are out of reach 
or the services too technical. It is ultimately a commitment to implement the 
recommendations of the endless reports, and this what the AMA, is urging on the 
nation," Dr Ring said. 
 
 
 


