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Nimbin Needs Doctors Rural Action Group Document C: Nimbin’s RRMA status: August 2003


ATTACHMENT 4

Nimbin and Rural Medicine, Document C: WHY IS NIMBIN STILL RRMA3? by Dr Len Martin. Nimbin Needs Doctors Rural Action Group [PO Box 61, Nimbin, NSW 2480; telephone, 0266 890 254; e-mail, pteropus42@smartchat.net.au]. 

0. Executive Summary
0.1. The basic unit of the Rural Remote and Metropolitan Areas (RRMA) classification is the Statistical Local Area [SLA]. An SLA is classed as “Rural” if it has the appropriate “remoteness index”. Nimbin does.

0.2. A rural SLA is classed as large rural centre (RRMA3), small rural centre (RRMA4), or other rural area. (RRMA5) on the basis of the population of the largest urban centre within the SLA, not the total population of the SLA. Large rural centres, small rural centres and other rural centres have urban centre populations of 25,000-99,999, 10,000-24,999, and less than 10,000 respectively.

0.3. Nimbin was classed RRMA3 in the 1994 Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS] Australian Standard Geographic Classification [ASGC] as it was located in the Lismore (C) SLA with an urban centre population >25,000.

0.4. Most SLAs correspond to Local Government Areas [LGAs]. This was true of Lismore (C) in 1994, whereas Tweed (A) was split into two - parts A & B.

0.5. In 2001, in a National revision of the ASGC, the ABS split Lismore (C) into two separate SLAs: Pt-A, containing Lismore urban centre and Pt B, containing Nimbin and excluding Lismore urban centre.

0.6. Nimbin is now in an SLA with urban centre population <10,000, classed other rural centre and therefore, RRMA5.

0.7. Since 2001 these facts have repeatedly been drawn to the Federal Minister’s attention - to no avail. Some letters have not been answered. Replies ignore the issue ignored, refuse to reclassify with no reason given; or (the Minister, 15th April 2002) state, “Nimbin is classified as RRMA 3 as it is located in the Lismore (C) Statistical Local Area”, WHICH IS PATENTLY UNTRUE, BUT IS REPEATED BELOW.

0.8. On February 4th 2002, the Minister stated “my Department has no authority to reclassify areas categorised under the Rural, Remote and Metropolitan Area (RRMA) classification. The RRMA model uses the Australian Standard Geographic Classification (ASGC) Statistical Local Area (SLA) as its basic building block... The ASGC is a classification maintained by the Australian Bureau of Statistics for the collection and dissemination of geographically classified statistics, and is designed to meet user needs for social demographic economic statistics... Nimbin is located in the SLA of Lismore (C) which is classified as RRMA3. It cannot be reclassified unless there is a dramatic downward shift in population in the Lismore (C) SLA”.
THIS IMPLIES THAT THE ABS HAS AUTHORITY TO RECLASSIFY, THAT RECLASSIFICATION WOULD BE RECOGNISED BY DHAC, YET THE MINISTER, IN AUGUST 2003, STILL REFUSES TO RECOGNISE THAT NIMBIN’S SLA HAS BEEN RECLASSIFIED BY THE ABS.
0.9. Conclusion

The Minister has no real or consistent reason to exclude Nimbin from its rightful access to Federal incentives for rural medical practices by refusing Nimbin RRMA5 status. 

In persisting in this unjust course, she destroys the equity of access to Medicare services for some 6000 rural Australians and puts their health at risk. 

Nimbin’s inappropriate RRMA status, based on an out-of-date and inappropriate, geographical classification is a major social injustice!

1. Introduction
1.1. Nimbin is a small rural village, over 30 km north of Lismore, with a catchment population of some 6000. The single- (previously four-) doctor medical practice closed in 2003 because it could not attract additional doctors. The only local practice, it had over 4,000 local residents on its books. A major factor in the failure to attract additional GPs, was Nimbin’s RRMA3 status, exacerbated by neighbouring towns such as Murwillumbah, Byron Bay, Ballina, Alstonville, Kyogle etc being RRMA 4 or 5. The greatest anomaly is Alstonville/ Wollongbar on RRMA4, despite their proximity to the centre of Lismore.

2. The Statistical Basis of the RRMA Classification
2.1. The Rural, Remote and Metropolitan Areas Classification [RRMAC] (1994; Australian Government Publishing Service; ISBN 0 644 42752 3; A51543 Cat. No. 94 3091 X) is based on the Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS] Australian Standard Geographic Classification [ASGC] (1994).
2.2. RRMAC (1994) states that, “This classification is built up from SLAs... the building blocks from which the categories of the classification are constructed. Statistical Local Areas (SLAs) are the principal geographic building blocks used by the ABS. Local Government Areas (LGAs) are those which fall under the jurisdiction of local government councils. LGAs with large populations are often split into two or more SLAs... An Urban Centre is an urban collection district (about 300 dwellings) or an aggregation of... contiguous urban collection districts totalling 1000 or more in population.” and that,
2.3. “The classification is a public tool... relevant to... equitable locational distribution of public resources”, and that such classifications have been, “particularly important in the assessment of needs and service availability in disadvantaged areas” [my emphases]. 
2.4. Determination of RRMA status involves an Index of Remoteness, derived by a complex statistical calculation based on various “distances”. All local SLAs, apart from Tweed (A) Pt (A), have an appropriate Index of Remoteness. 

2.5. RRMAC (1994) states that, “Non-metropolitan SLAs with an index of remoteness greater than 10.5 are classified as remote and those with an index value less than or equal to 10.5 as rural. The size of the largest urban centre within, or partially within each SLA, is then identified to determine the category of each SLA within its zone... It should be noted that component SLAs in some multi-SLA local government areas (LGAs) are not necessarily in the same category.”. [my emphases].
2.6. RRMAC (1994) P. 5 states, “Rural Zones and Categories…The rural zones consist of those non-metropolitan SLAs whose index of remoteness is less than or equal to 10.5. There are three rural categories - large rural centres, small rural centres and other rural areas. 

Large rural centres are SLAs where most of the population reside in urban centres of population 25 000 or more.

Small rural centres are SLAs in rural zones containing urban centres of population between 10 000 & 24 999.

Rural and remote centres are defined according to the population size of their associated urban area, not according to the population size of their SLAs.
Other rural areas are the remaining SLAs within the rural zone”.

3. The 1994 RRMA classification of SLAs in the Richmond-Tweed Statistical Division

3.1. When the Federal Health Department utilised RRMA as the basis for distributing incentives to improve medical services in rural and remote areas, Nimbin was located in the SLA of Lismore (C), remoteness index 9.68; total population 40,619. Since it included the urban centre of Lismore (population > 25,000) the whole SLA, including Nimbin, was classed as large rural centre RRMA3.
3.2. While Lismore (C) SLA contained the whole LGA administered by Lismore City Council [LCC] Tweed LGA was divided into two SLAs: 

Tweed (A) - Pt A (1996 total population >29,581; remoteness index 0, because of proximity to the Gold Coast) was classed Other Metropolitan;

Tweed (A) - Pt B (1996 total population, 22,465; remoteness index 9.6) was classed other rural area RRMA 5, because the largest urban centre, Murwillumbah, had a 1996 population of 7,657.

3.3. Similarly, Byron (A) SLA (1996 total population, 28,175), largest urban centre, Byron Bay (population <10,000) is other rural area RRMA5 and Ballina (A) (1996 total population, 36,625), largest urban centre, Ballina, (1996 population, 16,056) is small rural centre RRMA 4.

4. Year 2001 changes to the Lismore (C) SLA.

4.1. On December 10 1999 Gregory Bray for the ABS Regional Director NSW, wrote to the LCC,General Manager, “I refer to... correspondence in which I advised that the ABS was undertaking a review of Statistical Geography in NSW. This review is now complete and has recommended the creation of a new Statistical District of Lismore. This change will be effective from July 2001 and will therefore be included in the geographic classification for the 2001 Census of Population and Housing... The existing Local Government Area of Lismore (C) was split into two new Statistical Local Areas (SLAs), and the new Statistical District Boundary aligns with the new SLA of Lismore (C) - Part A. The new Statistical District (SLA of Lismore Part A) has an estimated population of 29,000 and the balance of the LGA (SLA of Lismore Part B) has an estimated population of 13,000”.
4.2. ABS publications confirm that the Lismore LGA was split into the two SLAs specified, and that they were used in the 2001 census. A map from the ABS, Census of Population and Housing, Selected Characteristics for Urban Centres and Localities, New South Wales and Australian Capital Territory (Struik, 2001) shows these “new” SLAs.

4.3. ABS Australian Standard Geographical Classification SLA Map (2001) for Lismore (C)-Pt A (Statistical Local Area) states that, “This SLA is part of the City of Lismore. It includes the town of Lismore”. The map for Lismore (C) - Pt B (Statistical Local Area) states that, “This SLA is part of the City of Lismore. It includes the towns of Dunoon, Clunes, Modanville and Nimbin but excludes the town of Lismore.”.

5. A variety of reasons from the Ministry - but all negative 

The following letters are in our briefing documents D & E, but are worth considering here.

5.1. Ms Cobbold, Assistant Secretary, Health Capacity Development Branch, (31 October 2001, to LCC) states, “Nimbin is located in the statistical locall area of Lismore (C) which lies within a RRMA 3 area. It cannot be reclassified unless there is a dramatic downward shift in population numbers in the Lismore (C) SLA”. Note the present tense. On 19/11/2001, Dr Oxlee wrote to Ms Cobbold about the new Lismore SLA. There appears to have been no response!

5.2. John R Perrin Senior Adviser (Social Policy) Office of The Prime Minister (21 December 2001 to Nimbin Pharmacy), “This classification... is based on Statistical Local Areas generated by the Australian Bureau of Statistics from Census data. The RRMA classification can be regarded as an indicator of the relative remoteness of localities in terms of their likely access to resources and facilities, including various health services. I understand that Nimbin is classed as RRMA3 (large rural centre, population 25,000 - 99,000 in the urban centre) because it falls within the Statistical Local Area that includes Lismore.” Again the present tense and failure to recognise Nimbin’s revised SLA.

5.3. The Minister for Health and Ageing (February 4th 2002, to I R Causley MP). “With respect to your request that the classification of Nimbin be altered, I regret to advise that my Department has no authority to reclassify areas categorised under the Rural, Remote and Metropolitan Area (RRMA) classification. The RRMA model uses the Australian Standard Geographic Classification (ASGC) Statistical Local Area (SLA) as its basic building block. SLAs are classified into metropolitan and non-metropolitan zones... The ASGC is a classification maintained by the Australian Bureau of Statistics for the collection and dissemination of geographically classified statistics, and is designed to meet user needs for social demographic economic statistics... Within the rural classification - large rural centres with populations of between 25,000 and 99,999 in their urban centre (RRMA3), small rural centres with populations in their urban centre of 10,000 to 24,999 (RRMA4), and other rural centres [sic] with urban centre populations under 10,000 (RRMA5)... Nimbin is located in the SLA of Lismore (C), which is classified as RRMA3. It cannot be reclassified unless there is a dramatic downward shift in population in the Lismore (C) SLA and, as such, is not eligible for incentive programs...” 

The emphases are mine. Again the present tense is used, though written in 2002, when “the SLA of Lismore (C)”, as previously defined, no longer exists, and Nimbin has long since been in Lismore (C) - Pt B, which excludes the Lismore urban centre and has a population distribution appropriate to RRMA5.
NOTE THE IMPLICATION THAT CLASSIFICATION IS THE RESPONSIBILITY OF THE ABS; THAT THE ABS HAS AUTHORITY TO RECLASSIFY; THAT ANY RECLASSIFICATION WOULD BE RECOGNISED BY THE DHAC!

5.4. On 4th March 2002 Dr Oxlee wrote to Senator Patterson about the new SLA, questioning her letter of February 4th 2002. On March 20th 2002, he wrote again, referring to his previous letter, “I enclose a copy of my letter which I faxed on 6/3/02 but that I understand you have no record”. There is no evidence of a reply!
5.5. Senator Patterson, (15th April 2002 to the Deputy Prime Minister), states, “my department is unable to reclassify areas under the... (RRMA) classification. As you are aware, Nimbin is classified as a RRMA 3, as it is located in the Lismore (C) Statistical Local Area (SLA). The RRMA 3 classification is defined a large rural centre with populations of between 25,000 and 99.999 in their urban centre. The city of Lismore has a population of approximately 43,000 people [sic]. Therefore, the SLA in which it is located is classified as RRMA3. Unfortunately, while Nimbin may be a smaller town outside the city of Lismore, it is still included in the same SLA and thus classified as RRMA 3”. 

The Minister’s assertion is patently incorrect. Is it result of incompetence on the part of her departmental staff? Is there a hidden agenda? The population size given for the urban centre of Lismore is wrong. Nimbin is no longer located in an SLA that contains the Lismore large urban centre, but since the start of 2001 has been in an SLA which specifically excludes the Lismore centre. and rates as other rural area RRMA5. What is the Minister playing at?

5.6. Apropos possible incompetence: Brett Lennon, Assistant Secretary, Workforce and Quality Branch, (4th June 2003 to Mr and Mrs Jones, Thorburn Street Nimbin) writes, “(RRMA) Classification Categorises postcodes into an index of remoteness according to population size. Large rural centres (RRMA 3) have a population of 25,000 or more and small rural centres (RRMA 4) have a population between 10,000 and 24,999, The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) population figure for postcode 2480 is approximately 44,000. Geographic classifications cannot be altered arbitrarily...”. Postcodes!

5.7. On May 23 2003 I wrote to the Minister, questioning Nimbin’s RRMA3 status and enclosing the original version of this document. “Despite Nimbin having been entitled to RRMA5 status since January 2001 [see attached document], repeated requests from our GP to have our RRMA status upgraded have met with refusal from you.”.

Lisa McGlynn, Acting Assistant Secretary GP Access Branch. (17th July 2003) replied, “The RRMA classification currently used by the department classifies Nimbin as RRMA 3... Geographic classifications cannot be altered arbitrarily.” No notice taken of my RRMA briefing document. No reasons given, just a simple can’t be done. 

6. Final comments The Ministerial responses are less than satisfactory, smack of evasion, and resolutely ignore the current ABS classification. As Dr Oxlee said at the Nimbin crisis meeting, if this government can change Australia’s international boundaries to accommodate refugees, it should find no difficulty in changing the boundaries to accommodate Nimbin - but then, the crucial SLA boundaries have already been changed!

