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NATIONAL DENTAL HEALTH PLAN 

471. Mr A.D. McRAE to the Minister for Health: 
What will federal Labor’s plan to introduce a national dental health plan mean for Western Australia? 

Mr J.A. McGINTY replied: 
May I say how delighted I was to not only - 
Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Order!  The minister has only just risen to his feet and, all of a sudden, I have a 
wall of sound coming at me from members on my left.  That is very unparliamentary and I do not wish to call the 
whole bench to order. 

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  I was delighted not only that the member for Riverton asked me the question, but also to 
hear this morning a major announcement by Kevin Rudd that he would reinstitute the commonwealth dental 
scheme, which was abolished by John Howard 11 years ago.  In 1996, not long after John Howard came to 
government, he abolished the commonwealth dental scheme.  Since that time the number of mainly low-income, 
elderly Australians who have been waiting for dental care has blown out to an estimated 650 000 people 
nationally.  It is a national disgrace.  The announcement today by Kevin Rudd that he would re-institute the 
commonwealth dental scheme to provide $290 million to enable one million consultations for people who need 
dental care or access to dental care is like a breath of fresh air. 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  Wasn’t your $2 000 million surplus enough? 

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  John Howard and the Liberal Party cut the funding, and that has resulted in 650 000 
mainly low-income, elderly Australians on the waiting list for dental care.  Western Australia has well and truly 
led the nation.  To make up for that shortfall as a result of John Howard’s meanness of spirit, this government 
has injected additional moneys into public dental care in Western Australia to the extent that we have the 
shortest dental waiting list in the country.  On a per capita basis, if there are 650 000 people on dental waiting 
lists nationally, it could be expected that the Western Australian waiting list for dental care would have about 
65 000 people on it.  At the end of last month, there were 13 000 people on that list.  That is still too many, but it 
compares very favourably with the 180 000 people waiting for dental care in Queensland, the 181 000 people 
waiting for dental care in New South Wales and the 128 000 people on the dental care waiting list in Victoria.  
Our figure of 13 000 people is directly attributable to the foresight this government had in putting in money to 
make up for John Howard’s meanness.   

On a per capita basis, Western Australia can expect $9.7 million per annum for the duration of this program.  
That would permit an extra 30 000 patients each year to be treated under existing state programs.  That will do 
away with waitlists for dental care in Western Australia, and that will be an amazing achievement.  I 
congratulate Kevin Rudd for having the foresight and the compassion to recognise the needs of these people 
whom John Howard turned his back on 11 years ago.  In Western Australia, this will give us the ability to turn to 
preventive services and change the service mix.  Rather than simply responding to emergencies, we will be able 
to do more, including pay public dentists a lot more and engage in preventive treatment and activities to ensure 
the oral health of the entire population.   

The other very important and great success in Western Australia is the country patients dental subsidy scheme 
and the metropolitan patients dental subsidy scheme.  Both these schemes enable the state to make direct 
payments to private dentists to care for public patients.  Therefore, we have a mix of utilising the private sector 
and providing direct dental care through our public dental clinics.  Western Australian public dental programs 
lead the nation, and the funds committed by Kevin Rudd will raise the service provided to a level not enjoyed 
since 1996, when John Howard closed the commonwealth dental health program.  It will also be very important 
in country areas.  There are two hot spots for dental waiting lists: one is Bunbury and the other is Busselton.  We 
will be opening a new public dental clinic in Bunbury in the next few months, which will enable us to address 
the issue even more so.  However, I very much welcome this injection of funds and I wish that the Liberal Party 
was as generous of spirit in its care of elderly people who need public dental care.  The only thing that we have 
seen from the Liberals is a slashing of funding when John Howard abolished the commonwealth dental scheme 
11 years ago.   
 


