
Australia’s ambitious health 
reforms: Prioritising mental 
health and preventive health
Australia’s Minister for Health, Greg Hunt, explains how his government is aiming for a 
world-best patient-centred and integrated health system, with an unprecedented focus on 
mental health as well as other noncommunicable diseases. 

The Hon Greg Hunt MP,  
Minister for Health, Australia

Australia’s health system is 
recognised as one of the 

most successful in the world. It is 
comparatively safe, affordable and 
accessible. Australians are among the 
longest living people and the country 
tops international rankings for clinical 
outcomes. 

When it comes to building on 
our successes the Government 
remains aspirational, to make our 
health system a world-best. We see 
an opportunity to build a genuinely 
patient-centred and integrated system 
that is connected and effective.

However, Australia also faces 
challenges in our health system as 
we aim to better support people as 
they age, better treat and manage 
chronic diseases and keep our system 
sustainable, by getting the best value 
for money from our investments. 

That’s why we are implementing the 
first ever Long Term National Health 
Plan to promote sustainability of the 
health system, support healthcare 
professionals and the broader health 
sector, which are essential to the 
success of health reform, and focus 
squarely on patients and people.

It is in this context that the 
Australian Government is bringing 
an unprecedented focus to our great 
national challenges of mental health 
and suicide prevention. For the first 
time, we are prioritising mental health 

equally with physical health, because 
mental health issues should be dealt 
with in the broader health system, just 
like diabetes or a broken bone.

Almost four million Australians 
suffer from some form of mental 
illness each year. Half of us will 
face a mental health challenge in 
our lives. This has an incredible 
impact on individuals, families and 
communities. Australia’s Productivity 
Commission recently estimated that 
the total cost of mental ill health to 
the Australian economy is $180 billion 
AUD per year.

The Australian Government 
has made record investments in 
mental health across the lifespan. 
From the development of a new 
National Children’s Mental Health 
and Wellbeing Strategy, focusing on 
the 0-12 age group, to investing in 
Australia’s Headspace Network – a 
flagship programme providing mental 
health and wellbeing support for 
young people – and a new trial of 
adult mental health centres that will 
help people access the support they 
need.

Suicide has also been raised in 
the national consciousness, as each 
day, eight Australians – six men 
and two women – lose their lives 
to suicide. The Government is 
bringing an unprecedented focus 
and commitment to addressing this 

“We are 
implementing the 
first ever Long Term 
National Health 
Plan to promote 
sustainability of 
the health system, 
support healthcare 
professionals and 
the broader health 
sector.”
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“Australia has 
successfully 
implemented some 
of the world’s leading 
cancer screening 
programmes and we 
are set to be the first 
country in the world 
to eliminate cervical 
cancer.”

RIGHT:
The government is committed to ensuring 
Australia is a health and medical research 
powerhouse.

challenge. We have committed to a 
‘towards zero’ target for suicide and 
the Prime Minister has appointed 
Australia’s first ever National Suicide 
Prevention Adviser, empowered to 
take a whole of system perspective to 
preventing suicide.

Our objectives for mental health 
and suicide prevention are ambitious. 
We are aiming to build a single, 
simple, unified mental health system, 
from prevention to recovery – a 
system that people can trust when 
they need help. 

In Australia’s federated system, 
responsibility for health is shared 
between the Federal Government, 
and States and Territories, which 
is why I have been advocating for 
partnership with the states and 
territories. 

Recently, a meeting of health 
ministers from across Australian 
governments agreed to work in 
partnership to address mental ill 
health. This historic breakthrough 
sets a new direction that will help 
deliver a seamless, integrated mental 
health system – a once in a generation 
reform that puts the patient at the 
centre of care.

With mental health receiving – for 
the first time – the attention that it 

deserves, the Long Term National 
Health Plan also commits to ten-year 
plans for primary care, preventive 
health and medical research.

As we build on our successful 
fee-for-service Medicare and 
Pharmaceutical benefit schemes, our 
reforms to primary health care include 
support for GPs to provide more 
flexible care for patients aged over 70 
with chronic and complex conditions, 
through to a new patient enrolment 
approach to Medicare items.

The Primary Health Care Plan will 
also embrace new technologies like 
genomics testing, progressively roll 
out universal telehealth, encourage 
more nurses to enter the primary care 
workforce and enhance the role of 
pharmacy in primary care.

We are also building on our 
successes in preventive health. 
Australia has successfully 
implemented some of the world’s 
leading cancer screening programmes, 
and we are set to be the first country 
in the world to eliminate cervical 
cancer through vaccination and 
screening.

We are developing and 
implementing a ten year National 
Preventive Health Strategy to provide 
a better balance between treatment 

and prevention, that keeps people 
healthier and out of hospital.

The Preventive Health Strategy will 
continue investment in the National 
Immunisation Programme, partner 
with states and territories to address 
obesity, and deliver a $20 million 
AUD National Tobacco Campaign 
over four years, with the aim of 
reducing smoking rates to below ten 
per cent by 2025.

The Government is committed to 
ensuring that Australia is a health and 
medical research powerhouse – one of 
the key pillars essential for building 
a stronger and sustainable health 
system.

There are two distinct, but 
complementary funds available to 
support health and medical research 
in Australia: the Medical Research 
Future Fund (MRFF), funding 
priority driven research with a 
focus on research translation, and 
the National Health and Medical 
Research Council (NHMRC), 
focusing on investigator-led 
research. In addition, the Biomedical 
Translation Fund is giving funding 
certainty to our best and brightest 
researchers and start-ups.

A total of 54 clinical trials and 
eight large scale research missions 
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are now being funded through the 
MRFF, covering: brain cancer, mental 
illness, genomics, ageing, aged care 
and dementia, indigenous health, 
stem cells, cardiovascular health 
and traumatic brain injury. Within 
ten years, we expect Australia to 
be a global centre for clinical trials, 
and over time, the research funded 
through these missions is expected to 
transform healthcare.

Of course, successful health reform 
needs the right health workforce 
in place to deliver it. The health 
workforce has grown organically 
in response to local demand for 
services, but practitioners are not 
always located where they are 

needed, despite the efforts of medical 
workforce planners. We are bridging 
the city-country divide so that rural 
Australians can access the services 
they need. Our Stronger Rural Health 
Strategy is delivering more GPs, 
nurses and allied health professionals 
to areas of need across Australia.

Australia’s health reforms are 
unapologetically ambitious and 
collaboration has been a constant 
factor in our approach. Stakeholders, 
especially those who use and depend 
on health services, are essential 
partners in the reform process, and 
this approach will continue as we, 
together, build a world-best health 
system in Australia. 

ABOVE:
For the first time, the Australian Federal 
Government is equally prioritising mental 
and physical health.

“We are aiming 
to build a single, 
simple, unified 
mental health system, 
from prevention to 
recovery.”
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