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Preface 

In searching for ways to facilitate improvements to the generally poorer health and lower life 
expectancy of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia, it is important to 
understand how much is being spent, by whom and on what services. 

This report, the fourth in a series and based on the latest available data from 2004–05, shows 
that Indigenous Australians continue to receive most of their health services through 
mainstream programs. Government-funded hospital services consume the bulk of the funds. 

Differences in patterns of illness, age profile, approach to health, and geographic remoteness 
require a well considered combination of health services to meet the need that exists. The 
regular reporting of expenditure allows policy-makers and program deliverers to assess how 
far the need is being met. The unmet need is not estimated in this report, but could be the 
subject of further study. 

Overall the report indicates that per person spending on health services for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples was 17% higher than for the non-Indigenous population in 
2004–05. This differential has fluctuated a little over the previous nine years, but without any 
apparent trend. It may be that programs introduced after the reference date for this report, 
such as Healthy for Life and the child health check, may impact on the expenditure figures in 
the next report in this series. 

This report was commissioned by the Australian Government’s Office of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Health within the Department of Health and Ageing. It has been 
prepared in cooperation with all health jurisdictions. The task of principal author, 
complementing the work of Institute staff, has been undertaken by Professor John Deeble, 
AO, who has played a distinguished high level policy advising role in Australia for over 
forty years. 

I hope you find the messages in this report compelling, and, as always, I welcome your 
feedback. 

 

 

 

 

Penny Allbon 

Director 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
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Executive summary 

Expenditure on health services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is of high 
public interest given the considerably poorer health status of Indigenous Australians 
compared with non-Indigenous people and their greater need for health care. 

Overall and per person health expenditures 

This report shows that between 1995–96 and 2004–05 there has been little change in the per 
person health expenditure ratio for Indigenous compared to non-Indigenous Australians 
(Table 2.16).  

In 2004–05, $1.17 per person was spent on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health for 
every $1.00 spent on the health of non-Indigenous Australians. Average total health 
expenditure per Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander was $4,718 compared with $4,019 per 
person estimated for non Indigenous Australians (Table 2.2).  

Total health expenditures for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were estimated at 
$2,304 million in 2004–05 (Table 2.3), or 2.8% of national expenditures on health services, the 
same proportion as for 2001–02.  

Public versus private services 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are high users of public hospital and 
community health services, and comparatively low users of medical, pharmaceutical, dental 
and other health services which are mostly privately provided.  

Sixty-seven per cent of total health spending for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples was through public hospital services and government community health services—
almost 46% for public hospitals and 22% for community health services, including those 
provided by the Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisations. In contrast for 
non-Indigenous Australians around 30% of health spending is public hospital services and 
government community health services (Table 2.3). 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were comparatively low users of medical 
services and pharmaceuticals (Table 2.4). For the mainstream Australian Government 
schemes of Medicare and the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS) Medicare benefits paid 
per Indigenous person were estimated to be 45% of the non Indigenous average, and PBS 
expenditure was estimated at 51% of the non-Indigenous average (Tables 2.18 and A1.2). 
Expenditure on dental and other health practitioners was 40% of the non-Indigenous average 
(Table 2.4). 

Funding sources 

Health services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are overwhelmingly funded 
by governments, with the state and territory governments and the Australian Government 
providing almost equal amounts. In 2004–05 the states and territories provided 48% and the 
Australian Government 45% of total funding, while the remaining 8% came from private 
sources, including out-of-pocket payments (Table 2.7). For non-Indigenous people the 
funding was 20% from the state and territory governments, 48% from the Australian 
Government, and the remaining 31% from private sources (Table 2.7).  
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Adjusted Indigenous separations= HMD Indigenous separations*remoteness area CF 

The CF for the state is calculated as a weighted average of remoteness area CFs, using Wr’s as 
the weights. The completeness for the state is calculated as a weighted average of remoteness 
area completeness, using AWr’s as the weights.  

Adjustments to survey results from Victoria 
The survey results from one hospital in Victoria showed extremely different identification 
level to the results from a similar survey in the same hospital in 1998. While the current 
survey suggested a within-hospital completeness of 33.3%, the past survey, which had a 
much larger Indigenous patient sample in this hospital, showed a 100% within-hospital 
completeness. Based on the sample sizes of the present and past surveys in this hospital, we 
consider the results of the previous survey to be more reliable. An adjustment has therefore 
been done to data from this survey to incorporate information from the 1998 survey into the 
estimation. 

In this method, the total number of Indigenous patients identified in one hospital, A+B, 
remained the same as the current survey result. The values of A and B for this hospital were 
adjusted, so that the resulting within-hospital completeness was equal to the average of the 
within-hospital completeness found in the current survey and the one from the past survey. 
The adjusted A and B were then used in the estimation process mentioned above to arrive at 
the estimates for the relevant remoteness area and Victoria. 
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