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Position

The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners
(RACGP) has long advocated for collaborative
partnerships between general practitioners (GPs),
community members and peak organisations. This
position statement represents our commitment to the
core principle of ‘working together” and our support for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leadership in the
health sector.

The RACGP:

e regards the cultural and practical knowledge within
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health sector,
especially the concepts of self-determination and
community control, as essential to improve the health
and wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people and to achieve health equity

supports the implementation of the Uluru Statement
from the Heart! as a pathway to implement principles of
self-determination and community control in practice,
and to encourage critical assessment of a wide range
of policies affecting communities

advocates for policies that support Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people to make decisions about, and take
responsibility for, their own health and wellbeing — this
includes financial and political support for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander—led initiatives, and evidence-based
engagement and consultation practices

considers the perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander GPs crucial to achieving health system
reform, and elevates the voices of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander members at the RACGP through RACGP
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health

welcomes the formation of the Coalition of Peaks
and acknowledges the Council of Australian
Governments’ (COAG’s) significant decision to enter
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into a Partnership Agreement on Closing the Gap
2019-20292 to negotiate the National Agreement on
Closing the Gap

e commits to work with partner organisations including
the National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health
Organisation (NACCHO), NACCHO affiliates, the
Australian Indigenous Doctors’ Association (AIDA) and
the Indigenous General Practice Registrars Network
(IGPRN) to collectively advocate on shared priorities

e understands our responsibility to privilege and support
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations to
pursue major reforms that reflect the aspirations of
communities across Australia

e calls on Primary Health Networks (PHNSs), as key
funders of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health
initiatives, to foster inclusivity and undertake meaningful
action to ensure Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
representation and leadership in their organisations

e urges PHNSs to respond to community-identified
need and gaps in service delivery, to enhance health
service delivery for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people in Aboriginal Community Controlled Health
Organisations (ACCHOs), general practice and other
health settings

e remains a committed and active member of the Close
the Gap Campaign Steering Committee, through
promoting our shared messages and commitment to
achieve health equality by 2030; and by encouraging our
members and staff to engage in continuous learning.

Discussion

Significant changes have occurred in health policy and
planning in the past decade, aimed at improving the
health and wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples. Despite these commitments, the life
expectancy gap with non-Indigenous people is widening.®

Importance of working in partnership

Everyone has a right to have their voice heard in decisions
about their health and healthcare. Health outcomes are
far greater when Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people take control over their communities’ health and
wellbeing.*® This is reflected in the RACGP’s Vision for
general practice and a sustainable healthcare system,®
which includes ‘patient-centred care’ as a core feature
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of high-performing general practice, where the patient is
supported to make decisions regarding their healthcare.

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples’ highlights the right of Indigenous
peoples to participate in decision making in matters
affecting their rights, and to be consulted prior to

any implementation of strategies and initiatives. This
international standard is understood and accepted

by most Australians in the community, who agree it

is important that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples have a say in matters affecting them.®
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have a
deep and long-standing appreciation of the issues and
the solutions related to their own health and wellbeing.
The strength of community governance and leadership,
essential to longevity and community buy-in, is
demonstrated by ACCHOs. The Close the Gap Steering
Committee’s Our Choices, Our Voices® report further
highlights projects where local views and knowledge
have proven to support health improvements.

The RACGP practises ‘working together’ as a core
principle that recognises the expertise and mutual respect
between GPs and community members. This philosophy
is evident in our long-term relationship with NACCHO,
embodied in our Memorandum of Understanding, and
with AIDA and IGPRN. The RACGP is also committed

to supporting the growth and leadership of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander GPs. The governing Council

of RACGP Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health
has majority Aboriginal membership, and is uniquely
positioned to influence through a permanent identified
position for the Council Chair on the RACGP Board.

The role of governments

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have
consistently communicated their expectations and
priorities based on their first-hand experience and
knowledge. The Close the Gap Statement of Intent®

is a set of commitments to Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people made by Australian governments.
Co-signed by federal, state and territory governments in
2008, and based on the need for strong partnerships, in
the years since there has been little delivered in line with
the statement’s commitments.' Collectively, there must be
a stronger commitment to work alongside communities
and their representatives, and be guided by lived expertise
on health and wellbeing matters.
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All governments have a critical role to play as primary
funders, and in maintaining a supportive policy
environment. It is the particular responsibility of the
Australian Government to ensure this commitment is
sustained with effective, collaborative leadership and
coordination with state and territory governments.
Historically, government engagement with Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples has been inconsistent
and often disrespectful. All too often, communities

are subject to policy decisions and changes without
consultation, participation or reliance on evidence

of what is effective. Community representatives are
appointed, but not accountable or representative of their
diverse communities.'

Recent developments represent a significant shift in
government engagement, and signal a strong opportunity
for improvement. The Partnership Agreement on Closing the
Gap 2019-2029 commits both governments and community
representatives to engage in shared decision making

on the next phase of the governments’ Closing the Gap
strategy. Stronger accountability mechanisms are in place,
and a priority reform area is focused on developing and
strengthening the involvement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples in decision making. With governments

and peak organisations working together, a strong

mandate for effective and lasting change can be achieved.
The ongoing collaboration to deliver the next iteration of

the Implementation Plan for the National Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Health Plan 2013-2023" is a critical
opportunity to expand this commitment.

Changes within the health sector

Health sector reform in recent years, in particular the
introduction of PHNs, has seen important changes to
the national structures that control health sector planning
and funding. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health
is designated a key responsibility for PHNs, and they are
responsible for allocating funding to primary healthcare
organisations for service delivery to communities. This
suggests a need for PHNs to work closely with the
ACCHO sector and its peak bodies, to ensure effective
service delivery that meets the needs of communities.

PHNs are diverse and their relationships with the ACCHO
sector and its peak bodies are inconsistent, and in some
cases there is resistance to meaningful engagement.'

A stronger foundation and structure that embeds cultural
safety, shared decision making and accountability is
needed to ensure effective long-term outcomes for
individuals and communities.
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Related resources

e RACGP, ‘A stronger primary health system for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people through
health reform: Position statement’

e RACGP, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health,
‘Position statement — Racism in the healthcare sector’
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The information set out in this publication is current at the date of first publication and is intended for use as a guide of a general nature only and may or
may not be relevant to particular patients or circumstances. Nor is this publication exhaustive of the subject matter. It is no substitute for individual inquiry.
Compliance with any recommendations does not guarantee discharge of the duty of care owed to patients. The RACGP and its employees and agents

have no liability (including for negligence) to any users of the information contained in this publication.

© The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners 2020

This resource is provided under licence by the RACGP. Full terms are available at www.racgp.org.au/usage/licence

We acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the lands and seas on which we work and live, and pay our respects to Elders, past, present and future.
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