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Position e reaffirms the critical importance of a well-trained, clinically
and culturally skilled and resourced general practitioner
(GP) workforce for an effective health system and better
health and wellbeing outcomes.

The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners
(RACGP) acknowledges the importance of the primary

healthcare sector in supporting good health and Health system reform

wellbeing for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Culturally safe and well-resourced health delivery systems
This position statement provides an overview of our are essential to improve health outcomes.
commitment to a stronger primary care environment.
The RACGP:
The RACGP: e calls for a responsive healthcare system that is structured
e Dbelieves it is the right of Aboriginal and Torres Strait and resourced to be culturally safe and staffed by well-
Islander patients to access culturally safe healthcare trained health professionals who are able to respond to
that meets their needs, wherever they might seek care the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
e attributes comprehensive, patient-centred, culturally e advocates for funding to implement the RACGP’s
safe, accessible and equitable healthcare, supported Vision for general practice and a sustainable healthcare
by a multidisciplinary healthcare team, as core to system’ - this will help GPs provide high-quality
effective, high-quality clinical and cultural primary care and better respond to the individual needs and
healthcare for individuals and communities circumstances of patients
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e supports funding flexibility that responds to local
needs and arrangements while also prioritising
local community decision making

e encourages innovation in funding arrangements
through the Medicare Benefits Schedule (MBS)
and the Practice Incentives Program — Indigenous
Health Initiative (PIP-IHI) to adequately
compensate medical professionals for delivering
a range of integrated services to a patient cohort
that often has complex health needs

e supports continuation of the successful Closing
the Gap Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS)
Co-payment Measure; access could be further
improved by assessing eligibility on the basis of
patient need rather than services provided

e recognises additional enablers to achieving a
stronger primary healthcare system include
appropriate infrastructure, strong management
capacity and governance, and data systems and
eHealth arrangements.

Supporting general practice and
multidisciplinary teams

The RACGP recognises the priority to increase
the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people in the health workforce and develop a
culturally safe and reflective GP workforce and
practice teams.

The RACGP:

e believes that increased targeted investment
in health system capacity and health policies,
such as workforce training and salary support,
are required to adequately support health
professionals working with Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people

e backs a strategic focus on attracting, training
and retaining the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander health workforce, such as the current
development of a National Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Health and Medical Workforce Plan,
led by the Council of Australian Governments
(COAG) Health Council and sector leaders

e advocates for greater investment in the growth
and sustainability of the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander health workforce across a range of
professions, including cultural positions such as
traditional healers.
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Discussion

Health disparities and barriers to healthcare

Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people enjoy
access to excellent healthcare from private general
practices, community health centres and Aboriginal

and Torres Strait Islander primary healthcare services.
Continued health improvements over time are evident,?
particularly as a result of the high-quality, comprehensive
primary healthcare provided via Aboriginal Community
Controlled Health Organisations (ACCHOs).®

As a group, however, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples continue to experience a relatively high burden of
chronic disease and greater barriers to accessing medical
care and medicines.* Poor health status can start from a
young age and extend over a person’s lifetime.® The health
status of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is a
result of a complex range of factors, including the ongoing
effects of colonisation, intergenerational trauma, racism
within the health system, and the relationship between
social determinants and health and wellbeing.

Access to high-quality primary healthcare forms the
foundation of the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Health Plan 2013-2023° to improve health
outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people and communities. Barriers to accessing
healthcare remain, including unreasonable distances

to healthcare services, culturally inappropriate services,
poor communication from health professionals, services
having insufficient time and other responsibilities, and the
increasing cost of healthcare.”® Experiences of racism
also restrict healthcare access,® leading to compromised
quality of medical care.”® Adverse health outcomes can be
minimised with improved prescribing quality and access
to appropriate healthcare.

Health system reform to support Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander health

To ensure confidence in the healthcare system, all health
practitioners must be well equipped to provide healthcare
that is needed and valued. The RACGP’s Vision for
general practice and a sustainable healthcare system

(the Vision)' outlines the key features required to support
a well-resourced and effective primary healthcare system.
Although the Vision is relevant across the whole primary
healthcare sector, the sustained inequities in health
access and outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples warrant a unique focus.
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The complex health needs and diversity of the Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander population are not always
well supported by the Australian healthcare system. In

Torres Strait Islander peak bodies and communities to
advocate for appropriate resources and structures to help
general practice teams deliver high-quality healthcare.

the primary care context, MBS rebate values do not
adequately compensate practitioners for the complexity,
skill and time of healthcare delivery across all population
groups, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples." Further work is needed to understand the
complex nature of consultations and the range of skills

required to ensure that rebate values compensate the level

of complexity and required skill appropriately.

As a targeted funding source, the PIP-IHI supports
improvements to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
health and represents an alternative funding stream to the
MBS. This is particularly important to enable ACCHOs
and other practices that service a large population

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander patients to

deliver a comprehensive range of high-quality primary
healthcare services. Continued investment in the PIP—
IHI is warranted, with some consideration to optimise
the delivery of high-quality chronic disease care, and

to recognise the complexity and skill required to deliver
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander primary healthcare.'?

The Closing the Gap PBS Co-payment Measure is
widely acknowledged as having improved access to
medications for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people.”® Moving forward, as an advocate for patient-
centred care, the RACGP supports access being
determined by patient need rather than which health
service they attend. This is particularly important when
people visit a different health service, are discharged
from hospital or receive outpatient services.

The benefits of general practice are optimised when

included as part of a broader comprehensive, coordinated

multidisciplinary primary care team. A range of health
professions is integral to high-quality healthcare delivery
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. This
includes many professions that typically work outside
general practice settings — for example, pharmacists,
podiatrists, psychologists, dietitians and exercise
physiologists. Costs for allied health and medicines are an
additional, often hidden, economic barrier to accessible
healthcare, with affordable options very limited. These
pressures can impact healthcare delivery in all settings.

Our aspiration is for all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people to live long and healthy lives through holistic clinical

and cultural primary care for individuals and communities.
The RACGP will continue to work with Aboriginal and

Related resources

e RACGP, ‘Support for increased investment in Aboriginal
Community Controlled Health Organisations: Position
statement’

e Resources to help GPs and practice teams improve
access and strengthen healthcare delivery:

— RACGP ‘Five steps toward excellent healthcare
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’,
which provides practical advice to support GPs
and practice teams in delivering high-quality and
culturally responsive primary healthcare services

— NACCHO-RACGP ‘Good practice tables’, which
have suggested actions for practice teams to
improve access and strengthen healthcare delivery

— RACGP-NACCHO National guide to a preventive
health assessment for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people, which guides users to consider
social and cultural determinants of health in addition
to biomedical interventions.
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Disclaimer

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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