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HEALTH SERVICE, VARLEY 
Grievance 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Roe) [9.11 am]:  Madam Deputy Speaker, may I commend you on the colour of your attire 
today; I think it is fantastic! 

My grievance is to the Minister for Health; I believe he has some knowledge of it.  It concerns the health service 
in a small community called Varley.  Varley is a very small community of 150 people.  It has an additional 
population of approximately 80 casual workers during the seeding and harvest season.  It is approximately 
53 kilometres north of Lake King and 50 kilometres south of Hyden.  It is 163 kilometres from Lake Grace, 120 
kilometres from Ravensthorpe and 100 kilometres from Kondinin.  Until 1976, the health service in Varley was 
provided by a nursing post.  However, due to the downturn in the region in 2004, a new service delivery plan 
was arranged in agreement with the community on 13 October 2004.  The service model was for a community 
nurse to visit Varley every fortnight and for a Royal Flying Doctor Service clinic to be held there once a month.  
I will read from an inquiry from Malcolm Smallacombe, a store owner in Varley.  He describes his concern 
about the lack of health services in Varley and the fact that health requirements are not being met.  The inquiry 
reads - 

RFDS Clinic is supposed to go to the town every month and provide a community service.  It has only 
been there once in the past 5 mths.  A nurse from the Ravensthorpe hospital - 

A community nurse - 

is supposed to have a clinic there every 2 weeks.  She has only been once since the beginning of 
January.  As a community service . . .  

Mr Smallacombe - 

. . . organises the appointments at his shop.  Very upset at RFDS . . .  

And the lack of service.  It appears that the community nursing service has also collapsed. 

I know that the school has closed and that there is presently no fuel outlet in Varley.  In 2006, the RFDS 
conducted 12 clinics.  The number of patients attending the clinics over that time was varied.  I refer to the 
Varley RFDS clinic schedule.  In February 2006 there were eight patients.  The monthly number of patients 
between February and August 2006 varied from eight to 12.  There were on average about 10 patients per clinic.  
Admittedly, there was a flood event on 4 January 2007, which made it difficult to provide the service, 
particularly for the community nurse visiting from Ravensthorpe.  The nurse cited issues of personal safety and 
problems with the road.  However, today the road is in a perfectly good condition, but the service has collapsed.  
I ask the minister to help me to try to provide a good health service for Varley.  If the clinic days are chopped 
and changed at such short notice, the service will fail because people will not turn up.  An RFDS clinic was 
scheduled to visit the region on 26 March, but it was changed to 28 March.  Fourteen patients nevertheless 
presented at the clinic.  However, because the service was changed at such short notice, the nurse could not be in 
attendance.  The clinic was dirty and in need of some work.  Another clinic day was scheduled for 25 April.  
That was found to be a public holiday and was changed to 26 April.  Some of the ladies attending the Anzac Day 
service went over to the clinic to clean the nursing post in preparation.   

It appears that this service is not continuing as it should.  It does not run on a regular basis.  I have a solution; I 
do not believe one should pose a problem without suggesting a possible solution.  I think the RFDS clinic needs 
to be run regularly and its dates not be chopped and changed.  The storekeeper has to keep cancelling people’s 
appointments, which results in poor attendance at the clinic.  We need to coordinate the visits by the community 
nurse from Ravensthorpe.  This needs to be done on a regular basis and we need to keep the nursing 
establishment clean.  This is important for the health of the people in Varley. 

I draw the minister’s attention to a March 2004 report by the Health Reform Committee entitled “A Healthy 
Future for Western Australians”.  In reference to service options, the report states - 

The funding of these centres could be shared between a number of agencies providing a flexible range 
of services to meet the needs of the local community. 

. . . such facilities and services to small communities is likely to lower operating costs for individual 
agencies and enable economies of scale.  This would facilitate an increase in the range and type services 
delivered to . . .  

It refers to small communities and settlements.  I wonder if the minister can offer some genuine help for the 
health service for the people of Varley. 
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MR J.A. McGINTY (Fremantle - Minister for Health) [9.18 am]:  One of the difficulties I have in responding 
this morning is that I had no advance knowledge of the detailed grievances that would be raised. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs:  Minister, I talked to Dawn, your assistant, last night.  We had a conversation and she said that 
she would pass that information on to you. 

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  I was only aware in a general sense that the grievance was to do with nursing visits to 
Varley.  That was all that was related to me; maybe I should have taken that up further.  I thank the member for 
raising the grievance.  I will do my best to respond now, but I will respond in two parts because of the failure on 
my part to appreciate the nature of what was to be raised. 

Firstly, one of the fundamentals of the Australian health care system is that, to the extent that it is possible, there 
ought to be equality of access to health care, regardless of where people live or their economic circumstances.  I 
think that is one of the foundation principles of the Medicare system under which our health system operates.  
That is obviously strained in very small communities such as Varley where people cannot have access to the 
tertiary facilities that, for instance, would be available in Perth.  Nobody would expect that.   

Dr G.G. Jacobs:  We are not asking for that. 

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  No, I understand that.  It is in that context that I make these comments that there should be 
fortnightly visits by community health staff from Ravensthorpe, once a month without the Royal Flying Doctor 
Service present and once a month to coincide with a visit from the Royal Flying Doctor Service.   

The member is correct.  In the first four and a half months of this year those visits were not as regular as they 
should have been.  I am told that in January there was one visit by community health staff.  The second planned 
visit was cancelled due to the storm or flood event to which the member referred.  All non-essential road travel 
was cancelled in that region at that time.  It is quite understandable that second visit did not occur.  The 
community health staff visited in February, but the Royal Flying Doctor Service visit was cancelled.  As a 
consequence, the community nurse did not take part in the second visit during February.  During March, there 
was no visit due to staff leave commitments.  In April and May, the community health staff visited as planned.  I 
do not regard that as sufficient.  I accept the criticism that the member for Roe has made.  In a small community, 
if the service is not reliable, people will look elsewhere.  That will then threaten the ongoing viability of the 
service, which is the point that the member for Roe has made.  I will contact the Country Health Service today, 
and get it to conduct a thorough investigation into - apart from the storm, which I think is quite understandable - 
why the regularity of the service is not guaranteed.  I will ask the Country Health Service to guarantee the 
regularity of the service, so the people of Varley can be confident that they will receive the service. 

The second issue raised by the member for Roe related to the cleanliness of the clinic.  I am told that the standard 
of cleanliness at the clinic leaves something to be desired.  It needs a good clean before the nurse can attend each 
time.  Again, having been made aware of this issue for the first time today, I will ensure that it is investigated.  
Bear in mind that this is the only health service for the people of Varley.  A health service needs to maintain high 
standards of cleanliness.  I will ensure that the WA Country Health Service reports back to me on the issue of the 
clinic’s cleanliness, and what it will do to ensure that the appropriate standards are achieved and maintained. 

I really did not know much more than that.  Now that the member for Roe has raised these issues, I will certainly 
undertake to pursue both the issue of the regularity of the visits, to guarantee that is continued, and also the 
cleanliness of the clinic.  I undertake to communicate directly with the member for Roe when I receive that 
advice from the WA Country Health Service to ensure that everybody receives access to health care.  Given the 
remoteness and size of the communities, from what has been relayed to us by the member for Roe today the 
access to health care that is necessary for those communities appears to me to have failed somewhat in Varley.  

Dr G.G. Jacobs:  The people of Varley will appreciate that. 

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  Thank you. 
 


