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WORLD MENTAL HEALTH DAY 2019: NO TO STIGMA YES TO ACCESS  
 
Reducing stigma around mental health was a welcome focus for the Media Release from Minister for 
Health, Greg Hunt yesterday.  One in five of us will deal with a mental health issue in any year.  
Many, if not most, of us will personally face a mental health issue during our lives: That should make 
us all more understanding of those who take steps to seek help. Stigma is associated with shame, 
blame and often self-recrimination. The impact of stigma itself can be debilitating; and can get in the 
way of people accessing the help they need to manage a whole range of health issues.   
 
The link between mental and physical health is fundamental.  It’s well-accepted that lifestyle factors 
like exercise, diet and sleep are associated with improved wellbeing and can influence our mental 
health.  For this reason, accessing help requires a team of health professionals working together to 
support those living with mental health issues.  But access to team-based care is not guaranteed for 
every Australian.  Rural and remote communities are often more exposed to risk factors for mental 
health; face higher rates of chronic disease and disability; are more frequently admitted to hospital 
for reasons that could have been avoided; and die earlier compared with Australians living in major 
cities.  Yet rural and remote Australians have poorer access to the services they need to remain 
healthy, resilient and out of hospital.   
 
In August this year Minister Hunt launched Australia’s Long Term National Health Plan. The Plan 
notes “The Commonwealth Fund ranks Australia’s health system number two in the world. This is 
based on measures of quality, efficiency, access to care, equity, and outcomes—the ability to lead 
long, healthy, and productive lives” and “Our goal: to make Australia’s health system the world’s 
number one.” Of the 11 countries compared, Australia already ranks number one on administrative 
efficiency and outcomes.  What stops Australia being number 1 overall is our relatively poor ranking 
on access (4) and equity (7).  If we want to be number 1 it’s clear where we need to improve. 
“We know it’s more than coincidence that the highest levels of chronic disease, premature death, 
avoidable hospitalisations and suicide are also where it’s hardest to get access to health 
professionals”, said Cath Maloney, acting CEO of SARRAH.  
 
“Government has some good data on the health workforce.  It shows, for example, people living in 
Australia’s cities have access to 3-4 times as many psychologists as the same number of people living 
in rural and remote areas”, said Ms Maloney. 
 
A similar pattern applies to other health professions, such as; physiotherapists, occupational 
therapists, optometrists, medical radiation practitioners, dentists, pharmacists, podiatrists and 
others.  
 
Information about the treatment people receive in different locations shows massive variations 
across Australia.  For example, even taking account of age and other factors, prescription of 
antipsychotic medicines are 19 times higher in some parts of Australia than in others.i Mental health 
professionals may use antipsychotic medicine as a component of treating mental illness, but it is 
rarely considered sufficient on its own.  Treating mental health conditions often involves cognitive 
and behavioural therapies – with practitioners working closely with individuals over time.  In rural 
and remote communities where those professionals aren’t available, those who need their services 
can’t access best-practice treatment options.  
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There are real opportunities to address these issues now.  There is a lot of good intention and good 
work has been done. The future health and wellbeing of rural and remote communities depends on 
coherent action to address long-standing, underlying issues.  
 
The National Rural Health Commissioner, Professor Paul Worley, is due to deliver a report on Rural 
Allied Health Quality, Access and Distribution including recommendations to the Minister responsible 
for Rural Health, Mark Coulton, later this month.  
 
“Many of us have argued for this important work to be done for a very long time. There’s been a 
clear need but too little action to date. There’s no simple fix but the Commissioner’s process has 
been consultative and constructive and SARRAH is optimistic that it will result in significant initiatives 
that facilitate better, coherent and sustainable health services for rural and remote Australia,” said 
Ms Maloney.  
 
The Government also has opportunity to consider these issues in responding to the MBS Review 
which commenced in 2015, including reports on Mental Health, Allied Health and Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Health (among others).  
 
How the Government responds to these opportunities and is able to bring them together with other 
national plans and strategies will decide whether Australia has the best health system in the world, 
or only some of us do.  
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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 

 
                                                           
i ACSQHC, Health Atlas 
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