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W
hile the Royal Flying
Doctor Service flies
across 2.5 million
square kilometres of
WA each year, it is

less well known that it covers half
that area again by road, taking vital
health services to the bush. 

Better known for its emergency
air evacuations, the service has
recently clocked up five years of its
on-the-road program, with a health
promotion nurse and a project
officer travelling 50,000km by 4WD.
They deliver health education and
screening checks and first-aid
training to remote towns and tourist
locations, mine sites, pastoral
stations and Aboriginal
communities. Staff often man health
promotion posts at community
events such as the Marble Bar races,
offering punters the chance to have
quick weight, blood pressure and
cholesterol checks and pick up some
healthy lifestyle tips. 

The program is funded by mining
company BHP Billiton and started
initially in the Pilbara in 2004 to
complement healthcare in areas not
well covered by mainstream services.
It was recently expanded to cover
the Goldfields and Esperance areas.

Thanks to its on-ground efforts,

people in more than 700 far-flung
locations around the Pilbara and
Goldfields are better equipped with
the first-aid skills that are helping
save lives in medical emergencies
and after injury, while waiting for
expert treatment and evacuation.

Many have also had potentially
life-threatening lesions treated after
being detected at free skin-cancer
screening clinics, run in conjunction

with the Lions
Cancer Institute. 

In findings
suggesting a
need for locals to
be more vigilant
with skin
protection, one
in four of 2236
people screened
in the Pilbara in
2008— a total of
557 —were
given GP

referrals to follow up suspicious skin
lesions. Of those it was estimated
more than 80 people had potentially
life-threatening lesions.

The figures are reflected in other
remote areas where screening
services have picked up suspicious
lesions in around one in four of 5000
people screened since 2007 — in

contrast to a 5-10 per cent rate in
communities in the south-west of
WA.

RFDS on the road program
manager Tricia Slee said there were
fewer screening facilities in rural and
remote areas, where people often
only sought a GP when there was
something wrong. “Often they don’t
take as much preventive skin care
and even in winter can be in
conditions up to 33C so are not
covered up as much,” Ms Slee said.
She said the first-aid training had
started at the request of locals
following analysis of the response to
a fatal truck roll-over on the
Nullarbor Plain years earlier, when
those first on the scene lacked the
confidence to administer first aid. 

Research had shown that up to
one in three pre-hospital deaths

could be prevented if someone with
first-aid skills provided appropriate
and immediate assistance to the
casualty.

The program’s health workers
deliver courses to meet the needs of
specific locations that may include
resuscitation training and techniques
to manage injuries from car and
motorbike crashes, falls, snakebites
and childhood illnesses.

In other on-ground medical
services, Ms Slee said a 24-hour
telehealth service provided by the
RFDS allowed people to talk
directly to a doctor who could access
the situation, advise on any
medication that should be given and
whether evacuation was required.
Medical chests containing a range of
pharmaceuticals including
antibiotics were provided to those

living in isolated areas.
“Bush people are very practical

and resilient and hands-on and not
at all intimidated by having to give
injections and make decisions if they
have the skills,” Ms Slee said.

BHP Billiton Iron Ore vice-
president sustainability Carl Binning
said the focus of the partnership
with RFDS on the road was to
ensure their remote communities
received high-quality health service
and up-to-date health education
support.

“The program continues to
enhance the capacity of people living
and working in isolated and remote
areas to take greater responsibility
for their own health and become
better able to respond to medical
emergencies, should they occur,” Mr
Binning said.
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On the road: The Royal Flying Doctor Service•s ground operations deliver vital services to the bush. Picture courtesy of RFDS 

More than an air ambulance, The Royal
Flying Doctor has an important role in
the delivery of ground-based health
services to people in remote areas.


