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GENERAL PRACTITIONER SERVICES 
Grievance 

MRS D.J. GUISE (Wanneroo - Deputy Speaker) [9.44 am]:  My grievance is directed to the Minister for Health 
and concerns general practitioner services in the suburbs north of Burns Beach Road in the state electorate of 
Wanneroo.  This region includes the fast-growing suburbs of Clarkson, Merriwa, Quinns Rocks, Mindarie and 
Butler, which are adjacent suburbs located on the coastal strip north of Joondalup.  On many occasions I have 
spoken in this House about the rapid growth in the northern suburbs, and I have focused on the challenges in 
meeting the needs of the community in this region.  The provision of additional medical services is a key social 
service requirement for the region.  Residential growth figures provided by the City of Wanneroo indicate that 
the combined suburbs grew by 77 per cent between 1996 and 2002-03.  The region has two significant retirement 
communities, Cambrai Village and the Royal Australian Air Force Association (WA) estate in Merriwa.  These 
communities provide both independent and hostel accommodation.  Another complex, Harbourside Village, 
opened in the past 12 months, and I understand additional facilities are planned.  Therefore, the area contains a 
significant seniors community.  In addition, a large number of young families are purchasing homes in those 
suburbs.  Given this profile of a significant seniors population and a large number of young families, it is plain 
that general practitioner services are in high demand.  We would therefore expect that a large number of GPs 
have their places of business in the region.  This is not the case.  According to the best information I have, only 
four practices, employing a total of 18 practitioners, service the entire region.  It is important to note that this 
does not mean that 18 full-time GPs work in the area.  Many of the GPs work on a sessional basis and are not 
full time.  According to advice given to me, these practices are able to deliver a total of only 531 consulting 
hours for the community each week.  Working on the basis of a 40-hour week, which I am sure is considerably 
less than these doctors actually work, only 13 full-time doctors service one of the fastest-growing areas in the 
country.  It is important to note that these figures do not include annual leave or sick leave.  I believe that of 
these four practices, three are operated by a sole practitioner.  The lack of GP services in the area is having a 
significant impact on the community.  I will forward the minister a petition containing 161 signatures, which 
were collected by the local pharmacist in one week.   

I was recently contacted by a constituent regarding this matter.  To protect her privacy and that of her family, I 
will not mention her name, but I will tell the minister her story.  The constituent sought a place for her 
grandmother in the high-care facility at the RAAFA community in Merriwa.  Although a place was available, 
she was told that her grandmother would not be able to take up residence as she was unable to bring her own 
general practitioner to care for her.  She was informed that the GP servicing the community was not able to take 
on any more patients as the demand was already too great for one GP.  My constituent sought in vain for several 
weeks to find a local GP who would undertake to care for her grandmother.  None of the other local practices 
was able to provide her with a service.  It is my understanding that all new residents at the aged care facility are 
asked to bring with them their own GP to care for their medical needs.  My constituent made a personal 
representation to the doctor to beg her to take on just one more patient.  It was only because this doctor agreed to 
open her practice books one more time that my constituent’s grandmother was able to take up a place at the 
facility.  My heartfelt thanks go to that doctor for showing the compassion that she has in this instance.  This is a 
ridiculous situation.  We know there is a shortage of aged care beds in Western Australia.  It is an issue that has 
been highlighted by the media time and again.  Yet a bed was available in this situation but an elderly constituent 
nearly missed out because of the shortage of GPs in the region able to take on new patients.  RAAFA is building 
a new facility at Merriwa to provide additional beds.  According to RAAFA’s April newsletter, Air Mail, Tuart 
Lodge is due to open in November.  Given the experience of my constituent, there seems to be good cause for 
concern that seniors will have trouble accessing these new beds due to the local shortage of GPs.   

In addition, the region has no locum service.  The boundary of the metropolitan locum service is Burns Beach 
Road, which is four kilometres south of Mindarie.  Although a small number of existing doctors provide an after-
hours call service, they are struggling to provide an adequate service to the region.  The region is also generally 
serviced by Joondalup Health Campus, which has an emergency department.  It is not too difficult to imagine 
where people who need after-hours medical attention end up going.   
The Minister for Health and other members of this Government have spoken many times about the disgraceful 
lack of support that the federal Government has given to the Medicare system and our general practitioners.  As 
has been made very clear in the past, the lack of bulk-billing general practitioners puts additional stress and 
pressure on our public hospitals.  The lack of locum coverage means it is difficult for the three sole practitioners 
in this area to take leave without closing down their practices completely.  There is clearly a serious and urgent 
need for GP services in the region.  This has been recognised by professional medical bodies.  The region falls 
under the auspices of the Osborne Division of General Practice.  It has representatives on the outer metropolitan 
working group.  I understand that they are aware of the problems.  I commend them for their support and the 
work they are doing.   
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Resident medical practices are also well aware of the current situation.  They have been advertising for some two 
to four years, both locally and nationally, in a variety of places.  Unfortunately, in most instances those 
advertisements have gone unanswered.  In recognition of the shortage, an application was made last year to have 
the region declared an area of unmet need to allow the City of Wanneroo and local medical services to find 
overseas-trained doctors to help fill the gaps in the region.  I understand that this application was lodged with the 
federal Department of Health and Ageing in April last year.  In fact, I drafted a letter of support for the 
application.  What is the status of this application?  Given the acute shortage of services in the region, why has 
the Commonwealth taken so long to process the application?  The GPs who work in this area provide a good, 
high quality service, but they clearly need some help.  All Australians rely on this system.  It should be 
accessible to all.  It is appalling that growing communities such as those in the northern suburbs are so poorly 
served in terms of GP numbers.  What steps can the State Government take to help remedy the doctor shortage in 
the northern suburbs of Clarkson, Merriwa, Quinns Rocks, Mindarie and Butler?   
MR J.A. McGINTY (Fremantle - Minister for Health) [9.51 am]:  I thank the member for Wanneroo for raising 
this issue which is important to her constituents.  I am in a position to provide the following advice to the 
member: the commonwealth Department of Health and Ageing has advised that outer metropolitan areas would 
not be allocated Medicare provider numbers from January 2003 as a recent initiative entitled “More Doctors for 
Outer Metropolitan Areas Measure” would be implemented.  The new policies are not designed to address the 
shortage of medical practitioners that is faced by the outer metropolitan areas of Western Australia.   
The suburb of Clarkson has experienced extremely high population growth over the past two decades, and 
further high growth is forecast due to recent suburb and infrastructure developments.  The provision of general 
practitioner services in this area is poor, and the area is recognised as an area of work force shortage by the 
commonwealth Department of Health and Ageing.  The population to general practitioner ratio in this area, 
based on conservative estimates, stands at approximately 1 811 to one, which is well above the recommended 
national average of 1 000 to one.  The ratio is expected to worsen considerably if the shortfall of GPs is not 
addressed.  Given the five per cent per annum population growth rate, that ratio is estimated to increase to more 
than 3 500 to one by 2016.  These projections do not include any new suburbs being developed to the north of 
Butler, where there is expected to be a further population influx.  In terms of projected growth, this indicates a 
critical need for the provision of GP services in this area.  The lack of medical services in the area is critical.  If 
the rapidly expanding population does not have access to these services, a crisis situation could be created.  
Currently, the new federal policies are not providing the doctors needed to meet this demand.  
The nearest regional hospital is Joondalup Health Campus, which is approximately 10 to 12 kilometres to the 
south of Clarkson.  No doctor is available north of Joondalup Health Campus after 6.30 pm and on weekends.  
Many patients who would normally see a general practitioner have resorted to going to the Joondalup Health 
Campus emergency department, which is creating a severe overload on that department.  The nearest medical 
practice, apart from the emergency department of Joondalup Health Campus, is located at Belridge Shopping 
Centre in Beldon, approximately 15 kilometres away.  This practice is not readily accessible by public transport.  
Anecdotal evidence indicates a changing population mix, which may be assisted by the operation of an 
Aboriginal community organisation - Ngala - from the City of Wanneroo community facilities.  This provides a 
range of services to Aboriginal families, including a partnership with community health to encourage the 
attendance of Aboriginal families at infant health clinics.   
A significant number of residents of the locality have an individual weekly income of less than $300.  This has 
an impact on the willingness of doctors from the central metropolitan area to move to the northern suburbs.  In 
recognition of the socioeconomic status of residents in the locality, the City of Wanneroo has received financial 
relief services for the provision of aid to residents.  An emergency relief centre recently commenced operations 
in nearby Merriwa.  A youth-specific emergency relief service commenced in the area in the latter half of 2002.   
In 2002, the City of Wanneroo submitted an application to have the localities of Clarkson, Merriwa, Quinns 
Rocks, Mindarie and Butler declared as areas of unmet need.  On 16 July 2002, the chief medical officer from 
the Western Australian Department of Health wrote to the City of Wanneroo indicating that the commonwealth 
Department of Health and Ageing had advised that the outer metropolitan areas could no longer be declared as 
unmet areas of need.  The Department of Health advised that the Commonwealth would be implementing its 
recent initiative “More Doctors for Outer Metropolitan Areas Measure” to commence in January 2003.   

The commonwealth Department for Health and Ageing has been requested to consider the provision of four 
provider numbers for the locality of Clarkson for the establishment of a medical practice.  A purpose-built 
medical centre is available to establish the infrastructure to support a medical practice, with the capacity for 
expanding medical services.  Four doctors for a period of five years are required for the practice to be financially 
viable.   

The current status of this matter is that the locality of Clarkson is currently in the statistical local area of 
Wanneroo north west, and is designated to be an outer metropolitan district of work force shortage by the 
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Commonwealth.  Negotiations are under way to give special consideration to the provision of four provider 
numbers for the proposed Clarkson medical practice to ensure that the community is able to access professional 
medical services consistent with the national average.  In-principle support has been provided by the Department 
of Health and Ageing subject to four conditions: labour market testing conditions are met; appropriate 
supervision of overseas-trained doctors is undertaken; and no overseas-trained doctors are recruited from an area 
currently designated as an unmet area of need - that is, rural areas; and the impact of the proposed practice, if it 
is to be collocated with a community health centre, is outlined.  Negotiations are progressing satisfactorily and a 
positive outcome is expected in the near future.  The establishment of the Clarkson practice will have 
considerable benefits for the local community by providing much-needed GP services.   

It is unfortunate that the commonwealth program entitled “More Doctors for Outer Metropolitan Areas Measure” 
is clearly not adequate to do the job.  It is a failed program.  I am hopeful that, through the state Department of 
Health, we will be able to succeed in the negotiations that are currently taking place to make sure that medical 
services are available to the member for Wanneroo’s constituents.   

The SPEAKER:  Grievances noted. 
 


