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TELEMEDICINE IN AUSTRALIA 

Australia has had long experience of delivering health services to isolated rural 

communities, notably with the Flying Doctor Service, founded over 50 years ago. More 

recently, advances in telecommunications technologies have enabled telemedicine to 

become a central feature of health strategies in all Australian States. Telemedicine is 

proving a particularly valuable means of delivering health services to isolated communities, 

given the emphasis now being placed on community-based rather than institutionally

centred care. Linkages between regional and remote hospitals and larger teaching and 

specialist hospitals are an important element. Although implementation of telemedicine in 

Australia is still at an early stage, some of Australia's innovations in this area may have 

wider applications to other countries in the Western Pacific Region. 
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Australia is a substantial land mass comparable to that of the mainland United States of 

America (excluding Alaska). It is the world's biggest island and the world's smallest continent. It is 

strategically positioned bet""een Asia, the Americas and Africa. 

Australia has vast areas classed as desert or semi-desert environments and because of its 

harsh geography most of its 18 million people live in cities on the eastern seaboard. 

Approximately 11.5 million people live in Australia's eight major cities and 6.5 million in 

the rest of the country. This makes Australia one of the most heavily urbanized OECD countries 

although there are many sparsely populated areas in the 'outback', with many, many kilometres 

between one small town and the next. 

These factors, combined with a lack of health professionals in rural Australia, both generalist 

and specialist, have encouraged Australia to develop innovative methods of health service delivery. 

Australia uses information technology (IT) extensively and is recognized as having one of 

the most technology literate societies in the world. Australia is well serviced by its well established 

communication carriers, Telstra and Optus. The major cities, urban areas, towns and a number of 

rural communities are serviced with telephony and data transmission capability to almost all 

populated areas. The sparsely populated areas are less well serviced. 

Distance 

It was the Reverend John Flynn of the Australian Inland Mission, founder of the Royal 

Flying Doctor Service over 50 years ago, who referred to Australia's 'tyranny of distance'. 

Throughout rural and remote Australia, there is a shortage and maldistribution of health care 

providers, above average population to health care provider ratios, high levels of health workforce 

turnover and major problems of accessibility to services. 

Part of the national charter of Medicare, Australia's universal health care system is equity of 

access to services. At a strategic level, the use of IT, particularly telemedicine, can help to address 

Australia's tyranny of distance and provide that equity. 

There is an ongoing development of information and telecommunications technologies in 

rural and remote areas of Australia, particularly in the provision of health services using telemedicine 

systems. 

-
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Australia is fully aware of the large cost of installing sophisticated equipment in remote areas 

and the other more important issue of the lack of appropriately trained health personnel to operate 

and repair such equipment. 

There are also a number of other impediments to the effective introduction and use of these 

technologies for remote areas. These impediments are not limited to rural and remote Australia but 

include national issues such as legal and regulatory barriers. 

In Australia, telemedicine encompasses the more specific application of technology to assist 

the transfer of information electronically so that diagnosis and/or clinical management can occur 

remotely or can be supported by electronic relay of information. The transmissions can be as simple 

as the transfer of data or X-ray images or video conferencing of diagnosis or treatment. However, 

they can also be as complex as transmission and diagnosis of MRI scans. 

In some instances telemedicine is also used to provide health information and educational 

material. The transmission of such information can occur across a vast range of communications 

bandwidths as appropriate. 

Telemedicine is rapidly growing in stature and use across Australia. Its most effective usage 

is centred around major hospitals or specialized activity hospitals in each of the states. 

As some of Australia's initiatives will illustrate, the use of telemedicine is not limited to 

wealthy countries. The lower cost implementations have equal applicability in countries that are 

combating the problems of isolated or remote communities with limited resources. 

Achievements 

Telemedicine is now central to health strategies in all Australian States. 

In the last financial year, the New South Wales Government increased the interconnections 

between its regional and remote hospitals and larger teaching or specialized hospitals in the State, 

bringing the total number of interconnected hospitals to over 38, and rising (including three 

corrective services institutions). Similarly the Victorian Government has interconnected several of 

its hospitals and other state governments have also established communication links between some of 

the major hospitals within their own states. 
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Centres of excellence are now emerging within each individual State, e.g. The New 

Children's Hospital in Westmead is a purpose-built paediatric hospital (the Royal Alexandra Hospital 

for Children) which provides services to the hospitals in New South Wales and has potential to 

provide services to other States and other countries in the Western Pacific Region. This hospital 

captures radiology images on electronic storage rather than film and is capable of delivering the 

images to workstations throughout the hospital. The hospital is a film less environment. 

The Royal Brisbane, St Vincent's in Melbourne, Royal Adelaide, Royal Darwin and Royal 

Perth hospitals are focal points for telemedicine activity in other States and Territories. 

While the implementation and usage of telemedicine remains essentially a State 

responsibility, from a national perspective telemedicine is of special interest not only as a potential 

solution to rural or remote health access issues but because of its potential to help rationalize health 

care delivery generally. Remote monitoring could allow more patients to be treated in lower cost 

(and more comfortable) community settings. Telemedicine could also allow scarce specialist 

services to be better utilized regardless of geographical location. 

Telepsychiatry 

Federal and State Governments recognize that mental health services provided to the rural 

and remote communities are limited by the distances involved. Providing services to remote 

communities and the emphasis now placed on providing community-based rather than institutionally-

-

centred care are both dependent on availability of specialist services. Telepsychiatry, the delivery of -

specialist psychiatric services over distances using conferencing facilities, is a rapidly growing area 

within telemedicine. 

Australia's State mental health services have used telepsychiatry for activities such as: 

- face-to-face consultations by video, including emergency situations; 

education and training; 

professional support (e.g. peer support and secondary consultation); 

Mental Health Review Board hearings; and 

- rural service delivery, e.g. for rural agencies that cannot access practitioners in particular 

specialty areas such as services for children, adolescents or the elderly. 
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The New Children's Hospital, Westmead, New South Wales, IS successfully providing 

telepsychiatry services for children in remote communities. 

All Australian States have to varying degrees been attracted to telepsychiatry. 

Service excellence 

Many overseas countries recognize the excellence of the medical care provided in Australia 

and the skills of those involved in the delivery of front-line services, leading edge research and the 

provision of quality educational material. Australia is capable of delivering those services to the 

wider international community through telemedicine initiatives. 

Education programmes and information updates for the medical community are currently 

being provided in certain areas of Australia. Telemedicine offers the potential for these to be used 

internationally. 

Telemedicine initiatives 

Several Australian telemedicine initiatives have significance for the international community. 

Building on the well established network of hospitals already linked together in New South 

Wales, the New Children's Hospital (Royal Alexandra) provides paediatric services, telepsychiatry 

services, and a range of other child-related services to remote centres of health care such as the towns 

of Dubbo and Bourke. Dubbo is approximately 400 kilometres north-west of Sydney and Bourke is 

another 400 kilometres in the same direction. 

The remoteness of these centres and the significant time it takes to drive or fly for 800 

kilometres, which may in itself be critical to the patient, together with the high cost of transportation 

and hospital accommodation to bring child patients to the Children's Hospital for treatment (usually 

accompanied by other members of the family) provides an opportunity for Australia to examine 

closely the cost-effectiveness of providing telemedicine services to these remote communities. The 

communications links are provided by integrated services digital network (ISDN) lines, from 64k to 

384k depending on the capabilities at the remote hospital. 

A number of telemedicine activities are centred on St Vincent's Hospital in Melbourne, 

which provides emergency clinical services via telemedical links to other hospitals and remote 
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locations. St Vincent's Hospital is a centre of excellence for cardiothoracic and neurological 

medicine and has a new, state-of-the-art health care facility with advanced information and 

communications systems within the hospital and links to other hospitals. It has telemedicine linkages 

to rural areas for surgical assessment and remote diagnosis. 

The Royal Brisbane Hospital is developing and identifying clinical activities for a broad

band-based telemedical intensive care network. The Royal Brisbane Hospital is the centre for the 

broad band intensive care activities with two other hospitals, one at Maroochydore and the other at 

Nambour. The Royal Brisbane has also established low-end telemedicine facilities with Thursday 

Island off the remote coast of far northern Queensland. 

A remote telerenal support initiative is centred on the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in South 

Australia. This has enabled emergency renal support services to be provided to remote locations (e.g. 

the Tanami Desert). The Queen Elizabeth already successfully provides telerenal support facilities to 

several remote dialysis units in and around Adelaide. This initiative builds on that success and will 

provide such services into central Australia and on to Darwin in the Northern Territory. The hospital 

uses ISDN lines at 128k (2 x 64k) for their activities which includes remote patient consultations 

with specialists at the central hospital for patient monitoring as needed. 

A visionary initiative for a significant telemedicine activity in Australia links two States and 

one Territory and involves several hospitals, including the Royal Perth, Royal Darwin and Royal 

Adelaide Hospitals to provide emergency services to the remote areas between the hospitals, an area 

covering around two-thirds of Australia. 

In the telemedicine area Australia has a number of demonstrable and successful 'added 

value' implementations of the technology at the leading edge but more importantly it also caters for 

existing mid-range and low-cost technologies. 

Possible expansion to overseas countries 

Implementation oftelemedicine within Australia is still at an early stage. However, it does 

provide opportunities for greatly improved service delivery and could provide a cost-effective 

solution for specific implementations. 

At a regional level, some of the health problems faced in Australia also exist in the Asia 

Pacific area. Australia has developed systems which address problems such as emergency retrieval, 

-
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supporting on-ground practitioner arrangements, education and support systems and other 

technological support. These Australian-developed technologies have the potential to be used by our 

regional neighbours and to be delivered to the wider international community. 

In addition, many of Australia's major hospitals provide skills training in various areas, This 

is another area in which Australia could become a source of skills training for other countries. 


