
Aged Care Workforce Remote Accord Submission to the Royal 

Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety - Workforce 
This submission to the Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety (the Royal 

Commission) is made by the Aged Care Workforce Remote Accord (the Remote Accord). In 

making this submission, the Remote Accord wishes to ensure that the particular difficulties 

facing workforces in remote and very remote Australian communities are given consideration 

by the Royal Commission.   

The Aged Care Workforce Remote Accord 

The Aged Care Workforce Remote Accord (the Remote Accord) is a group of service providers 

delivering aged care services in regional and remote areas of Australia.  

The Remote Accord was formed based on the belief that every community—including those in 

remote and very remote areas of Australia—has an equal right to accessible, high quality 

aged care services.  The Remote Accord saw its genesis in the ‘A Matter of Care: Australia’s 

Aged Care Workforce Strategy’ report; Strategic Action 11 recommended that the 

Government and industry support the establishment of a Remote Accord.  

Aged Care Workforces in Remote Australia 

Although there are workforce challenges across the whole aged care sector, employers in 

remote and very remote locations face acute and unique workforce and service delivery 

challenges compared to those in other locations.  

These include but are not limited to worker safety issues related to the immense distances 

required for travel, isolation from other services, and the need for an understanding of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culturally appropriate service delivery and health 

approaches. These factors, coupled with the constraints of the funding, compliance, and 

regulatory environment for aged care services, contribute to complexity in recruiting, 

retaining, training and managing a high-quality aged care workforce in remote and very 

remote areas. 

There are difficulties recruiting workers from less remote locations, as attracting staff to 

remote communities is challenging. There are also difficulties recruiting from local 

communities, where levels of education and community engagement may not be high, and 

roles in aged care may be seen as inaccessible.  



As a result of the difficulties of workforce attraction, retention and training in remote and 

very remote areas, 59.7% of residential facilities in remote areas and 81.1% of those in very 

remote areas were experiencing skill shortages, resulting in the highest level of reported 

workforce shortages across the nation for Registered Nurses – 55.2% remote and 58.5% very 

remote, and for personal care attendants in both remote and very remote areas at over 37%.1  

Similar to residential facilities, Home Care and Home Support outlets in remote and very 

remote areas experienced higher rates of reported skill shortages, with 43.8% of services in 

remote areas having skill shortages and 51.4% in very remote areas, with higher skills 

shortages for Registered Nurses and Community Care Workers than all other areas of the 

country.  Within Home Care and Home Support the time to fill vacancies in remote areas for 

Registered Nurses was 6.7 weeks. For Community Care Workers the average vacancy was 

3.6 weeks for remote areas and 6.2 weeks for very remote areas. 

A whole of Government approach is required to address these workforce issues in remote 

communities, as the issues these communities face in recruiting and retaining an 

appropriately skilled workforce often transcends the boundaries of aged care into health, 

education, community development, and Indigenous affairs.  

Standard recruitment, training and supervision processes for metropolitan aged care 

services will not always be appropriate for remote and very remote locations. Creative, 

innovative and place-based solutions will be necessary to ensure a high quality and culturally 

appropriate workforce is available to deliver services in these communities. 

Low remuneration and poor working conditions 

While workforces across the aged care service industry may face low remuneration and poor 

working conditions regardless of location, these issues are compounded in remote 

communities.  

Members of the Remote Accord have highlighted that in some remote and very remote 

communities with small facilities or populations, the number of older people requiring 

services will sometimes never reach a threshold level that will support full-time or regular 

part time jobs for personal care workers or community care workers. 
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As a result, underemployment and job insecurity can result in workforce shortages, as 

potential employees will gravitate to other industries, locations or employers that can offer 

better conditions and regular work. In turn, this results in the inability of aged care providers 

to deliver services to older people in their homes and communities. 

When recruiting staff to remote and very remote communities from outside of those 

communities, employers have to compete with a greater range of services and recreation 

opportunities available in larger centres. Often educational and employment opportunities 

are limited for accompanying family members. In addition, the higher cost of living and goods 

in these communities and the distances involved in accessing services and recreation make 

living in them less attractive for potential employees. A 2015 study found:  

“Remote products were, on average, 60% and 68% more expensive than 

advertised prices for Darwin and Adelaide supermarkets, respectively. The 

average price difference for fresh products was half that of packaged 

groceries for Darwin supermarkets and more than 50% for food groups 

that contributed most to purchasing”2 

Despite these disadvantages, The Aged Care Workforce report highlighted that, counter 

intuitively, workers in remote and very remote communities are less likely than their 

metropolitan counterparts to have allowances provided by employers 3. So, both living and 

working in these locations can be costly for employees, further reducing the incentives to 

relocate to regional and remote Australia for work. 

Volunteer workforces in remote and very remote areas are also significantly smaller than 

other areas of Australia, and while 71.6% of residential facilities in remote areas reported 

having volunteers, that number fell to only 30.2% of facilities in very remote areas. 4  Not-for-

profit (NFP) providers across Australia tend to have higher levels of volunteers when 

compared to for-profit and government providers (91.3% of NFP facilities in Australia 

reported the use of volunteers5) and that the majority of aged care services in remote and 
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very remote areas are provided by NFPs. Similarly, of organisations in the Home Care and 

Home Support space, 42.7% of services in remote areas and 11.1% in very remote areas 

reported utilising volunteers. 6 

The Remote Accord has heard in consultation with service providers in remote areas that 

housing provided to staff in those areas is often not of a standard that would be considered 

appropriate in metropolitan areas, and far below what staff moving to those areas may be 

used to, including in relation to security and safety. This relates to a broader issue 

surrounding a lack of availability and affordable housing in many remote and very remote 

locations. One service manager described the apparently common circumstance of staff 

arriving to a new location, often after extensive and difficult travel, to find housing that was 

unclean and uninviting. This first impression can be isolating and depressing for staff coming 

to remote areas and is likely a contributing factor to high staff turnover rates which in turn 

creates knowledge and skills loss.  

Potential solutions: 

- Provide flexibility in funding to support the increased cost of using multiple 

workers in one role while entry level staff gain their certification 

- Establish remote and very remote employment services that support agencies and 

communities to create part-time or full-time roles across more than one 

employer through a documented, formal process, that prioritises the needs of 

older Australians 

- Increase funding levels for providers to allow appropriate salaries and allowances 

to be provided to attract and retain staff in remote areas 

- Review the availability of allowances from Government, including incentives for 

workers in aged care in remote and very remote communities 

- Make funding available to service providers to improve infrastructure available for 

workers, such as through updating, upgrading, and cleaning staff housing 

- Increase the availability of affordable and secure housing stock for workers in 

remote and very remote locations 

Raising the overall skill, knowledge, and competencies of all care staff 

Developing the skills of aged care workforces in remote communities is a more complex and 

difficult task than the comparative task for the rest of the workforce. Educational and training 
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opportunities and outcomes are lower generally for students in remote Australia. The 

proportion of very remote students who meet the requirements at each educational 

milestone is between 19 and 48 percentage points lower than for the Australian population as 

a whole, and remote students have reduced access to education services compared to 

metropolitan students. 7 These students attend school less frequently, are less likely to go to 

university and are more likely to drop out if they enrol. 

Often there are few if any workers with the education, training, and qualifications required for 

many roles in the aged care sector in the remote and very remote areas where services need 

to be delivered.  

Vocational education and training (VET) is an important pathway for remote students and 

apprenticeships and traineeships are particularly important with nearly one third of remote 

and outer regional students undertaking an apprenticeship or traineeship as a source of 

work-based training. 

Innovative work-based training and skills development programs such as the Launch into 

Work program are already being developed and trialled in remote and very remote aged care. 

Such programs combine vocational education with mentoring and on-the-job training to 

engage potential employees who may not necessarily have the qualifications, skills and 

experience to undertake work in the aged care sector. These employees can attain a job and 

gain the skills and experience required with the support of their employers, training providers 

and communities. 

This can serve to generate work to keep people in their communities, to recruit employees 

who understand the culture of these communities, and to build the skills and capability of the 

local workforce.  

Placing emphasis on training local community members in caring roles should be a priority 

as it strengthens outcomes within communities and helps to alleviate some of the challenges 

faced in recruiting from outside of communities, such as attracting and retaining workers 

and ensuring cultural competency.  
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A locally trained and developed workforce is particularly important when it comes to caring 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander elders: the Remote Accord members have seen 

firsthand the importance and benefits of focusing on increasing the number of people who 

identify as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the workforce as a fundamental 

requirement to sustain a culturally safe, responsive and quality service in remote locations.   

While in principle minimum workforce standards are a suitable approach, it is important to 

consider possible unintended consequences of such standards; in remote communities 

where training is less accessible and workforces are underdeveloped, it may take a long time 

for people to reach minimum workforce standards that are more attainable in metropolitan 

and regional settings. There is a need to be flexible in the application of such standards so as 

not to exclude remote community members who may be highly suitable care workers given 

the time and resources required to develop the appropriate skillset. There is also a need in 

remote communities to be conscious of excluding community members who may wish to 

work with older people but do not feel confident or capable of undertaking extensive or 

intimidating training.  

Developing a local workforce requires an approach with a long-term view of community 

engagement and inclusion, as it is the experience of the Remote Accord that building 

relationships and developing capabilities within remote communities can take a long time 

and requires ongoing engagement.  

Developing local, culturally safe workforces also requires fresh discussions about 

community and economic development, embracing opportunities for capability building for all 

people living and working in these communities, beyond the need for aged care services. A 

review of risk and compliance frameworks through a community development lens is also 

required to ensure that responses to risk are appropriate and proportional within this 

context. 

Potential Solutions: 

- Increase options for existing work-based VET programs in remote areas 

- Provide funding and support for place-based programs such as the Launch into 

Work program 

- Review current risk and compliance frameworks within context to ensure they are 

appropriate for the communities they aim to serve 



- Ensure that efforts to develop Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workforces 

incorporate long-term planning into their frameworks and are appropriately 

supported by long-term funding 

Registration schemes for aged care workers 

While some form of registration scheme for aged care workers may be beneficial nationally, 

it is important to take the unique circumstances of remote workforces into account in 

creating such a scheme. It is vital that such a scheme be established to be as minimally 

restrictive as possible, as there is a risk of creating significant barriers for developing remote 

workforces.  

Cultural matters, such as familial ties between workers and employment of family members, 

must be considered a factor in any registration scheme being implemented. In small remote 

communities there is potential to have multiple people from a single family, or from a single 

Aboriginal skin group, both employed with and receiving services from a single provider. This 

needs to be managed appropriately on a community by community basis to ensure workers 

are not excluded by such circumstances. 

The Remote Accord is also aware of service providers in remote communities experiencing 

challenges hiring workers due to police checks or other background checks deeming a 

potential worker unsuitable, when they may have a serious offence  recorded from many 

years earlier that does not impact upon their current ability to provide quality care to older 

people. Some services also express that the risk of background checks impacting negatively 

on a potentially worker is enough to disincentivise some community members from applying 

for aged care roles entirely, whether that risk is perceived or real.  

Potential Solutions: 

- Ensure any registration scheme being implemented considers specific remote 

issues and allow exemptions in those areas where necessary. 

- Allow remote service providers to perform a risk assessment when hiring staff 

who might otherwise be excluded by a registration scheme. 

The Commonwealth as the system steward – leadership in workforce planning, 

development and remuneration  

In order to ensure the ongoing sustainability of the aged care workforce in remote areas, the 

Commonwealth needs to ensure its institutions can support a whole of government approach 

to planning and development within those communities. Aged care workforces in remote and 



very remote communities do not and cannot operate outside of or separate to the 

communities in which they seek to provide care. In remote areas, the health of the workforce 

and the health of the broader community are intrinsically linked, and it is vital that a flexible, 

whole of government approach be adopted in order to support the whole of community 

approach that remote areas require. The Remote Accord see several areas where a whole of 

community approach could improve the sustainability of the workforce: 

Funding Arrangements: 

The advent of consumer directed care has been beneficial for many older people across 

Australia aiding their independence and providing increased choice and control. However, the 

advantages of choice and control are more easily accessible in larger cities and towns where 

there is a larger “market” for aged care services, and therefore a greater range of service 

providers. Services in remote and very remote locations are exclusively provided by state or 

territory government or not-for-profit providers. 8 The question in the vast majority of these 

locations is whether the service is available at all rather than what choice may be available. 

The absence of commercially sustainable enterprises, restrictions to state and federal 

funding arrangements and the scarcity of a locally trained professional and semi-

professional workforce combine to deny older people choice and control in their care.  

In addition, the disruption caused by the introduction of individualised funding for Home Care 

Packages has led to impact on security of employment and retention of workforce that are 

felt particularly in small communities. Remote Accord members can share examples where 

an older person within a community has moved, (even if only temporarily) and the funding has 

followed them, suddenly leaving the agency with a diminished funding base and the inability 

to guarantee workers a suitable minimum number of hours. This may mean that personal 

care workers are forced to leave to work for other more secure employment options so that 

there is no flexible workforce, and no service, available quickly when the older person 

returns. Alternatively, the service provider may be forced to continue paying workers from 

reserves or through funding cross-subsidisation to ensure the availability of services when 

required but putting the service at financial viability risk in the long run. 

The Remote Accord members acknowledge Government efforts to create flexible innovative 

packages, but in addition to increased funding per individual in these hard to service 

communities, we believe that it should be possible for the community to negotiate use of 
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block funding (i.e. pooling of packages) to provide certainty of service provision for older 

people and a greater level of job security for the workforce. Balancing this combination of 

consumer directed funding and block funding needs to be determined on a community-by-

community basis and is essential to delivering quality care in these areas.   

Potential Solutions: 

- Expand the NATSIFACP and MPS funding programs to allow an increased number 

of providers to be eligible for transition to these funding and service models.  

- Increase block-funding levels for remote and very remote communities. 

- Increase funding per consumer. 

- Subsidise training and development for staff even when client loads are reduced. 

- Allow an amount of flexible funding to remain in place even when older people 

move to new communities to ensure they have the choice to return. 

Recognising Community: 

The Remote Accord members recognise that in all communities there is a mixture of formal 

and informal care. This is particularly so in remote and very remote communities. While 

formal volunteering rates for aged care may be lower in these communities, these statistics 

do not explore how much care and support for older people is provided on an informal basis 

using the social capital that exists in remote and very remote Australia. 

Every community will have areas in which it excels, and areas in which it needs greater 

support. We believe that the need for community engagement in planning and decision-

making is essential in attracting and retaining workforce, managing risk, and enabling older 

people to have choice and control within culturally appropriate settings. Such an approach 

takes time and resources and the process of community consultation and co-design of 

services should be funded to ensure the best outcomes for older people. 

A community-focussed approach to workforce development in remote areas also requires 

Government to adopt a long-term view.  It can take a long time for trust to build in remote 

communities, and to build capacity within local workforces. The Commonwealth Government 

needs to ensure that approaches to workforce development and capacity building in remote 

communities are given time to develop and grow. Focus needs to be sustained across 

successive terms of government, and there needs to be a transparent relationship with 

communities as trust develops.  



As each community will have different needs and strengths, these differences will mean that 

the funding model for remote and very remote communities should be fully flexible and 

focused solely on providing the best outcomes for older people. Existing flexible funding 

models should be expanded, and the limits placed on this funding be determined on a case-

by-case basis in partnership with the community, the providers and the Government. 

Potential Solutions: 

- Increase flexible funding for remote and very remote communities, including 

removing floors and caps on the numbers of people supported under such 

arrangements 

- Fund agencies to undertake aged care planning on an ongoing basis with remote 

and very remote communities 

- Ensure approaches taken can be sustained across successive terms of 

government 


