deeble::

institute

Deeble Institute for Health Policy Research

Integrating oral health into primary healthcare for improved

access to oral health care for rural and remote populations
20 June 2024

Dr Prabhakar Veginadu, 2024 Deeble Scholar, Research Fellow, CRE for Strengthening Health Systems in
Remote Australia, Menzies School of Health Research NT Email: prabhu.veginadu@menzies.edu Adj AProf
Rebecca Haddock, Executive Director, Australian Healthcare and Hospitals Association. Email:
rhaddock@ahha.asn.au

The burden of oral disease among rural and remote Australians is compelling, and yet, achieving
timely access to appropriate oral health care in these areas remains elusive. Vulnerable and
socioeconomically disadvantaged groups, such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, who
rely on government-subsidised oral health care, are disproportionately affected by poor access.

This Issues Brief synthesises evidence regarding the extent of access challenges, and the possible
factors impacting on access. It shows that maldistribution of public dental services, long-standing
shortage of public dental workforce, and frequent turnover among public dental professionals
primarily contribute to the problem of oral health care access in rural and remote areas.

Integrating oral health promotion, screening and non-invasive preventive care provision into primary
healthcare is an effective and efficient strategy to improve access to oral health care, especially in
resource constrained contexts. In some rural and remote Australian settings, where oral health care
has been integrated into primary healthcare, improvements in oral health outcomes have been
achieved. Despite this, integrated oral healthcare models are not widely adopted.

I
Recommendations

e Enhance oral health training for rural and remote primary healthcare professionals

e Standardised and nationally recognise scope of practice for primary healthcare professionals
which includes oral health care

e |dentify oral health as “core” primary care healthcare service, especially in rural and remote areas
e Support innovative integrated oral health models of care
e |ncrease interoperability and data sharing between dental and general healthcare systems

e |Improved access to oral health care under Medicare for rural and remote populations

n AHHA acknowledge the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as Australia's First Nation Peoples and the Traditional
Custodians of this land. We respect their continued connection to land and sea, country, kin, and community. AHHA also
pays our respect to their Elders past, present, and emerging as the custodians of knowledge and lore.
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