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7,220,403

Greater Capital City Statistical Areas
Two classification groups that define the 

functional extent of the eight capital cities 
and the ‘rest of state’, which encompasses 

several major regional cities.7

REST OF STATE
8,534,436

CAPITAL CITIES
17,466,179

GCCSA

MAJOR CITIES  18,785,137

VERY REMOTE      196,223

INNER REGIONAL  4,623,207

OUTER REGIONAL  2,099,287
REMOTE   301,686

Australian Statistical 
Geography Standard – 

Remoteness Area 
Five classification 
groups based on 
service access.7 

Modified Monash Model  
Developed by the 
Australian Government 
Depa�ment of Health. 
Seven classification 
groups from 1 (major 
cities) to 7 (very remote), 
including regional centres, 
towns and smaller 
communities in between.9

1     18,414,123     
2      2,355,364      
3       1,640,519       
4          991,614          
5       1,788,969       
6         290,889         
 7          206,534          
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2022 Population1

2022
Population8

2021 Population10

In 2022, 7,220,403 people1 
were spread across 
12,670 rural, regional and 
remote (rural) localitiesi, 
spanning 99.3% of Australia’s 
land su�ace. 

TOTAL POPULATION 26,005,5401,8

Between 2012 and 2022, major cities experienced the highest rate of population growth 
(+16.4%), followed by inner (+12.9%) and outer (+5.6%) regional areas. Over the same 

period, the population decreased in remote (-1.2%) and very remote (-7.7%) areas.

The tyranny of distance-services and infrastructure14

Poorer internet access15,14 and mobile phone reception.14

More people living with a disability.21

Higher rates of unemployment in very remote areas.15

Lower incomes.11,22

Less people finish secondary school and pa�icipate in 
higher education23,11

High levels of overcrowding15, people living in social 
housing15 and homelessness24 in remote areas.

Percentage of men and women aged 65 and over 
Major cities: 16.0% women and 13.8% men

Inner regional areas: 21.5% women and 20.1% men 
Very remote areas: 9.5% women and 10.1% men11,ii

From 1.9% in major cities to 31.6% in remote 
areas (although the greatest Indigenous 

population is in regional areas).12,iii
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DEMOGRAPHICS

DOWNSIDES

UPSIDES

More people outside major cities, as a percentage of the population, are

PEOPLE

SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH

OLDER
IN REGIONAL AREAS 

LIVING IN 
RURAL AREAS

Greator sense of belonging13,14, less lonliness14 and 
more volunteering.15

Be�er work–life balance (including for health 
professionals).16,17 

Restorative environment due to rural scenery and 
natural sounds.18,19 

Sho�er commute times for work.20

More satisfied with relationships and secure in 
personal safety.13 

Lower levels of financial stress related to housing.15

INDIGENOUS
AUSTRALIANS

REMOTENESS CLASSIFICATIONS 

POPULATION ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTION

Population change

YOUNGER
IN VERY REMOTE AREAS

Rural areas contribute at least 80% of Australia’s 
expo�s2 - valued at almost $500 billion a year3,4, almost 
50% of tourism revenue5 and produce 90% of the food 
we consume.6 The role of the National Rural Health 
Alliance (the Alliance) is to advance rural health reform 
to achieve equitable health outcomes for these people.



HEALTH RISK FACTORS

The health of rural Australians is impacted by disparities in rates 
of health and behavioural risk factors including: higher rates of 
overweight and obesity25, smoking26 (especially in Indigenous 
people27), risky alcohol consumption26, some illicit drug use26 
and psychological distress28,29; poorer diet, including 
inadequate fruit consumption30 and elevated consumption of 
sugar-sweetened drinks30; as well as lower levels of physical 

Over 70% of adults are 
overweight or obese in rural 
areas (compared with 65.1% 
in major cities). 

Rates of daily smoking in Aboriginal 
Australians increase with remoteness 
from 30.1% in major cities, to 52.3% in 
very remote areas – 1.7 times higher.

Rates of lifetime risky drinking increase 
from 15.5% in major cities to 18.6% in 
inner and 22.7% in outer regional 
areas, and 25.0% in remote areas.v

The rate of lifetime risky drinking 
in remote areas is 1.6 times that 
of major cities. 

Over one third (37.7%) of people in remote 
areas engage in risky single-occasion drinking 
compared to 24.4% in major cities.vi
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activity, pa�icularly strength training31. Rural people experience 
higher rates of family, domestic and sexual violence.32

The health of rural mothers and babies, over their lifetime, is also 
negatively impacted by more women smoking during pregnancy, 
more babies being born prematurely, and lower rates of 
exclusive breastfeeding (except in Indigenous infants).33,34,iv

Non-medical use of painkillers, pain 
relievers and opioids is higher in outer 
regional (3.6%) and remote areas 
(4.0%) than in major cities and inner 
regional areas (both 2.6%).

The propo�ion of the Indigenous 
population experiencing high or very 
high levels of psychological distress is 
greatest in regional areas (34.5%) and 
lowest in remote areas (27.7%).

Daily smoking rates increase with 
remoteness from 9.8% in major cities to 
14.2% in inner and 17.1% in outer regional 
areas, and 19.2% in remote areas. 

2

People living in rural areas are 
24 times more likely to be hospitalised 

due to domestic violence than those 
in major cities.

Indigenous infants in very 
remote Australia are exclusively 
breastfed to at least six months at the 
highest rate in the country (40.9% 
compared with 12% in major cities).

Expectant mothers living in very 
remote areas are 5.6 times more 
likely to smoke during pregnancy than 
expectant mothers in major cities.

14% of babies born in very 
remote areas are pre-term, 
compared with 7.9% of 
babies born in major cities.vii 



HEALTH OUTCOMES
LIFE EXPECTANCY AT BIRTH

BURDEN OF DISEASE 

Life expectancy at birth refers to the 
average number of years a newborn is 
expected to live.

Life expectancy (years) is generally lower 
for people living in remote areas.35,36

It varies between geographic areasviii by 
14.1 years (males) and 12.4 years (females).

The highest levels for both males 
(85.7 years) and females (88.2 years) are in 
metropolitan Sydney.

Burden of disease is a holistic measure of the impact of disease 
and injury in a population, taking both the e�ect of living with a 
disability, and death due to disease or injury, into account.

Total burden of disease increases with remoteness.37,38 Major 
cities experience 173.7 disability adjusted life years (DALY) per 
1000 population and remote areas experience 243.9 DALY. The 
burden of disease in remote areas is 1.4 times that of major 
cities. This inequity remained static between 2015 and 2018.

The lowest levels for both males 
(71.6 years) and females (75.8 years) 
are in the No�hern Territory.

Back pain and problems 
and dementia are among 
the five leading causes of 
disease burden in all 
areas except 
remote/very remote.

Leading causes of disease burden vary with remoteness39
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Anxiety disorders and 
depressive disorders are 
among the top five in 
major cities, but not in 
regional, remote and 
very remote areas.

Chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease and 
lung cancer fill out the 
top five leading causes 
outside of major cities.

3

Coronary heart disease
is the leading cause of 
disease burden in all 
remoteness areas. 

Type 2 diabetes and 
suicide and self-inflicted 
injuries are within the top 
five leading causes of 
disease burden in 
remote/very remote 
areas only.

When comparing disease burden between remoteness 
categories by specific disease state39,40, there is a clear trend for 
increasing disease burden with increasing remoteness for 
coronary hea� disease, chronic kidney disease, chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease, lung cancer, stroke, suicide and 
self-inflicted injuries and type 2 diabetes.

Coronary hea� disease burden in remote areas is 2.2 times 
that of major cities. The disease burden due to suicide and 
self-inflicted injuries, along with type 2 diabetes in remote 
areas is twice that of major cities. Chronic kidney disease results 
in 3.2 times the disease burden in remote areas compared to 
major cities.

The gap in life expectancy between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians 
is lowest in regional areas (6.8 years for 
males and 6.5 years for females) and 
highest in remote areas (12.4 years
for both males and females).



HEALTH OUTCOMES
DEATHS

MORBIDITY AND MORTALITY BY DISEASE

Potentially avoidable deaths are deaths in
people under 75 years of age from conditions 
considered preventable given the context of the 
current health system.

People die at a higher rate outside of major 
cities.11,41 The overall death rate  (from all causes)
increases with remoteness, per 100,000 
population, in both males (from 569 deaths in
major cities to 925 deaths in very remote areas)
and females (from 409 deaths in major cities to 
644 deaths in very remote areas).

The prevalence of the following conditions is similar across 
remoteness areas: coronary hea� disease42, chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease43, back problems44 and stroke.42 The 
prevalence of diabetes is higher in outer regional and remote 
areas45, asthma and mental and behavioural conditions in inner 
regional areas, and a�hritis in all areas outside of major cities.11 

The prevalence of people living with two or more long-term 
health conditions is highest in regional areas.23 

among the top five in all areas except very remote. 
In very remote Australia, the death rates due to the following 
conditions are notably higher when compared to major cities: 
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (2.4 times), diabetes 
(3.8 times), kidney failure (2.8 times) and suicide (2.3 times).

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, coronary hea� 
disease and lung cancer are among the five leading causes of 
death in all remoteness areas.49,41 Diabetes and suicide are 
among the top five in very remote areas alone, while dementia 
including Alzheimer’s disease and cerebrovascular disease are 

Death rate by cause and ASGS remoteness for selected diseases, 2017–21
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The incidence of lung cancer is highest in remote and very 
remote areas and lowest in major cities.46

A strong relationship between hospitalisation for self-harm and 
remoteness is evident; hospitalisations increase from 96.7 in 
major cities to 193.5 in very remote areas, per 100,000 
population.47 Hospitalisations for coronary hea� disease, 
diabetes and chronic kidney disease are 1.5, 2.7 and 3.1 times
higher, when comparing remote areas to major cities.42,45,48

People die from potentially 
avoidable causes at higher 
rates the further away they 
reside from major cities.
When compared to the rate in major cities, 
potentially avoidable deaths in very remote 
Australia are 2.5 times higher in males and
2.8 times higher in females.
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HEALTH SYSTEM
HEALTH SYSTEM FUNDING 

Australia has a complex public–private health system, with 
funding primarily from the federal and state or territory 
governments, as well as non-government funders such as 
private health insurers and individuals. Private for-profit and 
not-for-profit businesses also play an impo�ant role in filling 
gaps in health care.

In major cities and large regional centres, health services are 
primarily suppo�ed through activity-based funding in 
hospitals, and fee-for-service funding through Medicare. While 
block funding is provided to suppo� small rural hospitals and 
Aboriginal health services, rural primary health care is reliant 
on Medicare billing and rurally-targeted incentive payments.
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Research
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Specialist medical services
Pharmaceuticals

Community and public health
Dental and other health services

General practitioners
Private hospitals

Public hospital services

Australian government State and local government

$ (billions)

Individuals

In 2020-21, $220.9 billion was spent on health care in Australia 
- $8,617 per person, from federal ($94.4 billion) and state and 
local government ( $61.6 billion) funding, individuals ($33.2 
billion) and private business ($31.8).50

In 2023, the Alliance commissioned a repo� that found there is 
a $6.55 billion deficit in health funding for rural Australian 
communities, equating to almost $850 per person, per year.51 
This includes funding for public hospitals, private hospitals, 
Medicare, pharmaceuticals, dental care, the NDIS, aged care, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health care, primary health 
networks and the Royal Flying Doctor Service.  

Health system expenditure 2020–21

Private business

ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE SERVICES 
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44,930 people in remote  Australia have no access to
primary healthcare services within an hours drive 
time from their home (one way).52

People living in rural Australia utilise Medicare 
(such as for general practitioner (GP) visits) 
up to 50% less than those in major cities and 
inner regional areas.11

They are less likely to see a dental 
professional, medical specialist or 
a�er-hours GP.53

Those living in outer regional or remote areas 
experience longer waiting periods to see GPs 
and other medical specialists.53

People in very remote areas have lower 
participation in cancer screening programs.11

The propo�ion of people who have private 
health insurance is lower in rural and 

remote areas.53

The consequence of poorer access to 
primary health care in rural Australia is 
higher rates of potentially preventable 
hospitalisations (PPHs) in all areas outside 
of major cities. The rate is 2-3 times as high 

in remote and very remote areas.11

People living outside of major cities also face 
di�culties utilising disability and 

aged care services.54,55

 

1 HOUR



Major cities have 
more GPs providing 

primary care (120.5 FTE per 
100,000 population) compared 

to large regional centres (110.1), 
small rural towns (80.9), remote 

areas (70.3) and very 
remote areas (65.8), who 

have the lowest 
prevalence.56 The 

highest prevalence is 
found in large and 

medium sized rural 
towns.

Rural GPs require a 
broader skill set and 
are needed in greater 
numbers to serve 
communities with higher 

burdens of disease where 
populations are dispersed 

over vast distances.57

The prevalence of GPs providing 
primary care has been reducing 

over recent years in MMM6 
areas and in the NT.56 The NT 

has the lowest rate of GPs 
by FTE of any state 

or territory.56

Nurses are the 
largest component of 
the health workforce – 
registered nurses have a 
similar prevalence in all 
geographic areas except for 
medium-sized and small rural towns, 

where they are in sho� supply.58

The prevalence of 
registered midwives is 

higher in all areas 
outside major cities, 

except MM5, where it is 
considerably lower.58

HEALTH WORKFORCE DISTRIBUTION 
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For more information visit

ruralhealth.org.au

Health professionals in 
remote areas work 

longer hours on average 
than those in in other 

areas.59 There is a di�erence 
of five hours per week for doctors 

in very remote versus major cities.

There is a persistent, 
ongoing maldistribution 
of health professionals in 

Australia – rural and remote 
areas have an inadequate 

supply of most health 
professionals.

6

Small rural towns (MM5) have 
almost 60% fewer health 

professionals than major cities.60

The prevalence of consultant medical 
specialists and their trainees in MM4-7 is 

much smaller than in MM1-3.60

The largest 
prevalence of 

Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait 

Islander Health 
Practitioners 
per 100,000 

population is in 
MM6 and 7.60

The prevalence 
of paramedicine 
practitioners per 

100,000 
population is 
highest in MM7 
and lowest in MM1. 

Paramedics are 
required in larger 

numbers with increased 
remoteness due to the 

distances that need 
to be covered.60

The prevalence of 
dentists per 

100,000 
population is 

lowest in MM5-7. 
There are almost 

4.5 times fewer 
dentists in MM5 

than in MM1.60

The prevalence of 
pharmacists per 

100,000 population is 
lowest in MM5 and 7.60

Other allied health professions generally reduce 
in prevalence per 100,000 population with 

geographic remoteness, with lowest numbers
in either MM5 or MM7.60



FOOTNOTES
i. Calculations by the National Rural Health Alliance based on the 

number of state suburbs (SSC) in Australian Government publications.

ii. Throughout this document, regional refers to both inner regional and 
outer regional areas, unless stated otherwise.

iii. Throughout this document, remote refers to both remote and very 
remote areas, unless stated otherwise.

iv. Throughout this document, data is age-standardised where 
accessible and appropriate and utilises the most recent source 
available prior to publication.

v. Lifetime risky drinking is an average of more than two standard drinks 
per day in the last 12 months.

vi. Risky single-occasion drinking is more than four standard drinks on 
one occasion at least monthly.

vii. Pre-term is less than 37 weeks gestation.

viii. When analysed by SA4. See Australian Bureau of Statistics for details.
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FOOTNOTES
i. Calculations by the National Rural Health Alliance based on the

number of state suburbs (SSC) in Australian Government publications.

ii. Throughout this document, regional refers to both inner regional and 
outer regional areas, unless stated otherwise.

iii. Throughout this document, remote refers to both remote and very
remote areas, unless stated otherwise.

iv. Throughout this document, data is age-standardised where
accessible and appropriate and utilises the most recent source
available prior to publication.

v. Lifetime risky drinking is an average of more than two standard drinks
per day in the last 12 months.

vi. Risky single-occasion drinking is more than four standard drinks on 
one occasion at least monthly.

vii. Pre-term is less than 37 weeks gestation.

viii. When analysed by SA4. See Australian Bureau of Statistics for details.
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