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PODIATRY COURSE, CURTIN UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY 
Grievance 

MR P.W. ANDREWS (Southern River) [9.38 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Education and Training.  
Last night when I was preparing my notes for today and went back over them, the word that continually crept up 
was ludicrous.  I could not seem to get out of the mode of describing the situation that I am going to present 
today as being absolutely ridiculous.   

Like many other members, I have spoken in this place before about the shortage of health professionals in 
Western Australia.  At every conference I attend for my work on the Education and Health Standing Committee, 
all I hear is people talking about the shortage of doctors, nurses, occupational therapists, pharmacists and so on.  
There is a shortage of every single health profession in the industry.  Curtin University of Technology has now 
made the decision to close down its department of podiatry.  According to my information, last year there were 
about 100 applicants for the podiatry course, and 20 places were offered.  Next year in Western Australia no 
undergraduate course will be offered for first-year students.  WA, along with Tasmania, will become the only 
State that does not have a department of podiatry.  That is a ludicrous situation when one considers the number 
of podiatrists who could be employed in Western Australia at the moment.  It will hurt a significant number of 
different groups in our community: first, young people looking for a career.  As the minister knows, some 
university courses in Western Australia have the highest entry requirement levels in the nation.  It is very 
difficult for many Western Australian kids to get a place in a university, particularly in the health professions.  
Some kids have terrific qualifications - their tertiary entrance ranks are in the high 90s - and they cannot get a 
place in these courses at university.  Yet there is a shortage of people in these health professions.   

I am not criticising Curtin University of Technology; it is a problem of lack of funding from the federal 
Government.  If the university is considering a postgraduate qualification, such as a masters entry course, and it 
is looking at full-fee-paying students, kids may have to pay $50 000 to become qualified as podiatrists.  The 
people who will be hurt most are those in my electorate - kids who come from less affluent backgrounds. 

Mr A.J. Dean:  They just don’t have any soul, do they? 

Mr P.W. ANDREWS:  Absolutely.  Some people in Western Australia who have the ability to become qualified 
as podiatrists will not be able to pay that sort of money to enter the profession.  As a consequence, the number of 
podiatrists in WA will decrease.  Some people are currently receiving free treatment.  However, the number of 
podiatrists who are in public employment will decrease; therefore, those people who are receiving free treatment 
will be required to go to private providers and obviously pay greater fees for that.  Another group that will be 
hurt a great deal are older people.  As the minister knows, podiatrists deal with older people because of their 
problems with diabetes, circulation and so on.  Podiatrists also play a crucial role in maintaining the mobility of 
people who are older and those with disabilities.  Another group is kids.  As the podiatrists web site points out, 
kids’ feet are not the same as small adults’ feet; they have peculiar problems of their own.   

I wish my colleagues from the National Party were here, because guess who will be affected most when the 
number of podiatrists decreases?  The situation will be the same as that with dentists.  Podiatrists will be working 
only in the city; they will not be working in the country.  Members of the National Party should be screaming at 
their federal colleagues to provide more money so that they will have podiatrists in their electorates to serve their 
constituents. 

Mr A.J. Dean:  The federal Government is a mob of heels. 

Mr P.W. ANDREWS:  Absolutely.  Another factor is that recently Curtin University had the opportunity to sell a 
podiatry course to Malaysia.  The minister may know more about that than I do.  Western Australia is missing 
out on a valuable export because this course will be closed down.  If the podiatrists are taken away, all that will 
happen is that the cost will be shifted to the State Government.  Podiatrists act as a first line in the detection of 
various diseases.  They perform surgery on ingrown toenails and that sort of thing.  If the podiatrists are taken 
away, those patients will have to go to surgeons in the health system.  All that will happen is that the cost will be 
transferred from one place to another.  In addition, if people are required to go from Western Australia to the 
eastern States to train as podiatrists, those in my electorate will not be able to afford to do that.  The kids in my 
electorate would not be able to afford to spend money on the course itself, nor would they be able to afford the 
airfares to travel backwards and forwards and the cost of living in the eastern States.  This decision will 
discriminate against people from less affluent backgrounds.  The only people who will benefit will be those in 
the western suburbs who can afford to send their kids to places in the eastern States. 

It is a ludicrous situation.  If someone came to Australia from outer space and saw these brilliant kids who had 
the potential to do these courses on their ear - they could do them very easily - and also found that there was a 
huge shortage of podiatrists, would commonsense not dictate that those people needed to be trained?  The 
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decision by Curtin University to close down this course is based on economics.  However, it is based on false 
economics.  It is based on the cost of the undergraduate course, but it does not take into account the wider costs.  
In other words, part of the ludicrousness of the situation is that the federal Government cannot understand that by 
not providing sufficient funds for this course, it will pay for it somewhere else.  I will tell the House what will 
happen: it will probably not even be the federal Government that picks up the bill at the end of the day; it will be 
the State Government. 

There is a high demand for podiatrists, and a large number of potential students want to undertake the course.  I 
will quote quickly from the part of the Curtin University prospectus that deals with this course -  

Hands-on experience, a well-balanced curriculum and some of the most experienced podiatry staff in 
the country makes this degree highly regarded throughout Australia and the world. 

Guess what is happening?  The course is to be closed down.  Could the minister possibly put some pressure on 
the federal Government?  When the federal Government wants to drop another missile on Baghdad, it can find 
$2 million to do it.  When the time comes for it to drop $1 million into this course so that it can continue, it 
cannot drop that money into it. 

MR A.J. CARPENTER (Willagee - Minister for Education and Training) [9.45 am]:  I thank the member for 
the grievance.  I will address it as directly as I can.  However, by way of a preliminary remark, I say that this is 
another manifestation of the same issue that I tried to raise in question time yesterday.  It is a scandal and a sad 
reflection on the value that the media and some people in politics place on education that it is not reported as a 
scandal.  The whole way in which funding of education in Australia is unravelling is scandalous, and it will be to 
the detriment of the State and the nation in the short, medium and long term.   

The closure of Curtin University’s department of podiatry is of considerable concern to this Government.  In a 
wider sense, the decision will impact on the State’s need to provide an effective health service and a wide range 
of educational opportunities for its citizens.  As the member said, there is an increasing demand for podiatrists 
for an ageing population.  With the increasing incidence of diabetes, particularly in indigenous communities, it is 
now an issue of significance in Western Australia. 

As the member for Southern River quite rightly pointed out, the issue goes back to a funding problem directed at 
the Commonwealth.  Responsibility for funding universities was ceded to the Commonwealth many years ago.  
The guidelines and funding parameters have been established by the Commonwealth for the provision of 
courses.  Universities have the responsibility of providing an agreed range of courses within the funds available.   

Western Australia has identified podiatry as an area of high need.  However, the level of commonwealth funding 
that is provided for allied health courses is, in the case of Curtin University, not sufficient to justify continuing 
the course in a financial sense.  The member quite rightly put his finger on it.  That is the dilemma that confronts 
Curtin University.  In a situation in which commonwealth funding has not kept pace with cost increases, 
universities have few choices but to close courses based on economic assessments.  I have spoken before about 
the pincer movement that universities are faced with: reduced federal funding and an increased push from the 
Commonwealth for universities to raise funds by taking on more full-fee-paying students. 

For some time Western Australia has had a major problem with important but low demand specialist courses.  
Universities that provide specialist courses such as optometry, industrial arts and audiology have been forced to 
make economic decisions to discontinue those courses.  Apart from not offering opportunities to young Western 
Australians to enter these professions, it means that Western Australia must rely on being able to recruit staff 
from the eastern States to meet its work force needs.  It galls me when I hear people in positions of some 
influence in the Commonwealth and also on the conservative side of politics in Western Australia, including the 
leader, talking about the brain drain from Western Australia.  Any fool can see why it is happening: the people in 
this State are being denied opportunities.  Western Australia is an isolated State and students cannot easily and 
cheaply travel to other States to undertake specialist courses.   

I will now refer to the approaches made by the State Government to the Commonwealth.  In December 2002 I 
wrote to Dr Nelson arguing that this matter had wide education and health implications for Western Australia.  
He replied that he felt it was an issue that could be addressed in his review of higher eduction.  That review is 
serving to exacerbate the problem rather than alleviate it.  In my view, that position is unacceptable.  The 
Commonwealth needs to get its act together; it needs to understand the reality and immediately review specific 
labour market needs.  The Government is not alone in this view.  Health science deans from universities across 
Western Australia are calling on Dr Nelson to act quickly to ensure that small clinical services are not sacrificed 
on the altar of economic rationalism.  I have again written to Dr Nelson seeking his support on this matter.  I 
have also contacted in writing my colleague the Minister for Health in Western Australia to suggest that we 
establish a working group to ensure that the needs of the Western Australian health system are strongly 
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articulated in the Government’s approaches to the Commonwealth and the commonwealth health agreement that 
is currently being negotiated.   

This is the situation with which we are confronted in Western Australia.  This State Government recognises that 
it has a fundamental responsibility to educate and skill both the existing work force and the work force of the 
future.  This Government has done an enormous amount to try to improve the outcomes in education and training 
in Western Australia, after a decade of decline in outcomes.  Western Australia was going backwards; fewer 
people were finishing school and applying to go to university than was the case 10 years ago.  In the space of 
two years, this Government has turned that trend around.  More young people are finishing school and are now 
ready and wanting to go to university.  However, once they get to that point, the Commonwealth needs to throw 
open the doors, not close them in their faces.  The podiatrist course door has been shut in the faces of young 
Western Australians.  That is not acceptable.  The member for Southern River mentioned other areas of health 
need.  Something like three times the number of people who can get access to courses are applying to get into 
them.  In any other State -  

Dr J.M. Woollard:  It is not about getting into them, it is about keeping them there.  It is about the retention rates. 

The SPEAKER:  Order, member!   

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  I ask the member for Alfred Cove to please behave herself.  In any other State, those 
young people would be able to get into those courses.  The tertiary entrance ranking to get into a nursing course 
in Western Australia is something like 20 points higher than it is in Victoria.  If all those young people - I think 
2 000 applied - were in Victoria, they would all qualify for positions.  Here, only 600 get in, in a situation in 
which we are trying to recruit more nurses. 

Ms A.J. MacTiernan:  A lesser ratio of positions is given to Western Australians.   

Mr A.J. CARPENTER:  We do not have enough funded places.  The general agreement among the vice 
chancellors of the universities is that Western Australia is at least 1 200 funded places short across the system.  
In fact, because Western Australia is now performing a lot better, it is at least 2 000 funded places short for 
tertiary courses.  It is a very good group.  This is a major issue.  It is a shame that more people do not understand 
the significance of what is occurring.   
 


