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The Divisions of General Practice Network spans the width and
breadth of the big brown land that is Australia, from the Top End
Division of General Practice in the Northern Territory to the Southern
Tasmanian Division of General Practice.

These divisions vary in size, in the demographics of the populations
they serve, and the health issues they seek to address through their
programs. But they share one thing in common: they are all doing great
grass-roots work to improve the health and well-being of Australians.
Whether it is innovative programs to encourage preventative health
measures in people with heart problems, or community-wide
collaborations aimed at addressing suicide, Divisions of General
Practice make a real, concrete difference in communities around

the nation.

|1 am proud to be launching the first edition of Dynamic Divisions,

a publication which aims to showcase the range of initiatives being
undertaken by the divisions around Australia. The eight programs
profiled here give a taste of the

diversity of divisions initiatives,
and the impressive way they work
with communities to improve health
outcomes. There are many more
stories like them, so watch out for
future editions!

Kate Carnell,
CEOD

About the Divisions Network
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contributing to the development and
implementation of national health policy in
collaboration with divisions and"'SBOs

o strengthening the effectiveness and vitality
of the general practice sector by leading
and supporting the Divisions Network

promoting cooperation and communication
with other national organisations in Australia
that are working toward excellence in primary
health care and general practice

(SBOs) across Australia. About 94 per cent
of GPs are members of a local Division of
General Practice.

advocating for, and representing
the network to.gevernment, other
organisations and the Australian public

The Divisions Network is a primary
cornerstone of Australia’s primary health
care system. ADGP’s key objective is

providing national leadership in health
system development.




Taking it to the

“The I'reo
StreetDoctor is
really serving
a population
that GPs don’t

b

b
normally see.
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Not all health services suit all people: this is
a fact well known to anyone who has worked
with homeless people.

Homeless people are particularly vulnerable to physical and
mental health problems, yet the sad irony is that they are the
members of society who often have most difficulty accessing
primary health care services. Financial challenges combine with
other obstacles—such as information about medical history —
to discourage such people from seeking out the medical attention
they all too often require.

They also often don’t think about the need to see a GP: they have
enough to worry about and so their health is just not a priority.

A program developed by the Perth and Hills Division of General
Practice was piloted by Fremantle Regional Division of General Practice (GP Network) with
funding from the Australian Department of Health and Ageing. In 2003 funding from the
Western Australian Department of Health enabled GP Network to revive the mobile, street-
based medical service on the streets of Fremantle.

“The FREOQ StreetDoctor has been on the move, so to speak, ever since. The overwhelming
public support, sponsorship offers, and the continued commitment of GP Network ensured
the pilot program evolved into an ongoing service for the region’s homeless and other at-
risk marginalised people.

“The primary target groups for the FREQ StreetDoctor mabile service are marginalised and
at-risk populations, including homeless people, young people; people with diagnosed and
undiagnosed mental illness, Indigenous people, and injecting drug users.

“The FREOQ StreetDoctor operates two evenings a week, in Fremantle, and a few days a
week in other parts of Perth, which is enough to make a difference to the primary-care
access of some of the city’s most disadvantaged.

“One of the many people who have been assisted by the FREQ StreetDoctor is Mr Brown
(not his real name), a 59-year-old homeless man with a range of health issues.

“Mr Brown first presented with a wound to his knee, but he couldn’t recall how he had
fallen. The FREQ StreetDoctor staff maintained regular contact with Mr Brown, gradually
developing a good rapport with him.

“Mr Brown eventually felt comfortable enough with the StreetDoctor staff to tell them that
he had a problem with his temper, which sometimes resulted in violence, and he was in
trouble with the courts.

“Mr Brown’s main health concerns were alcohol abuse, depression and osteoarthritis, and
his poor nutrition was also a problem. As part of his court order, Mr Brown had obtained
accommodation, but had not coped living in a confined space so had gone back on the
streets.”

Thanks to the FREO StreetDoctor, Mr Brown was vaccinated for Hepatitis B. As well as
ensuring Mr Brown is receiving these important preventative measures, FREOQ StreetDoctor
staff have served as a regular source of support. Seeing him often, they have been able

to reiterate health messages that will hopefully protect him from many of the serious
conditions that commonly afflict homeless people.

Dr Bennie Ng is one of the GPs on the FREO StreetDoctor roster. He decided to get
involved after seeing a notice sent out by his local division.
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“I thought it would be good for me
to get in touch with the other side of
community that | don’t normally see,
because | work in areas where the
doctors aren’t normally going to see
the disadvantaged.

“Since I've become involved I've been
really surprised at the number of
homeless people there are. You never
know until you actually do a job like
this. You wonder how these people fall
through the cracks, and fall through the
safety nets, but they do. And of course
you realise these people just don’t have
the same access to medical care.”

Dr Ng believe it is crucial homeless
people have access to a regular GP,
someone who can get to know them
well enough to know what health risks
they face.

“The FREOQ StreetDoctor is only two days
a week, so it can’t really take the place

of long-term care. But we can be that
first point of contact, and we encourage
patients to see a regular GP.

“I often think the biggest difference | can
make is by gaining [the patient’s] trust.
If you sit and have a good yarn about
what is going on in their lives, they then
trust you more and you can talk to them
about their health and explains things
that can be done and what they can do
[health-wise]. If | do this, then | feel like
I've done my job,” Dr Ng says.

“It is a great initiative because it is really
serving a population that GPs don’t
normally see. And | often think, ‘How
else would you reach these people?””

Coached to

Perhaps everyone could do with a coach sometimes—someone
to remind you of the healthy food you should be eating and to
walk to the supermarket, not drive. But for people suffering
coronary heart disease (CHD), a coach can be more than a
luxury; they can be a lifesaver.

The Melbourne Division of General Practice (MDGP) have gone with this idea, and taken
the popular hospital based COACH program and placed it in a primary care setting. Under
the MDGP’s COACH program, patients with coronary heart disease are assigned a ‘cardiac
coach’ who trains and supports them so they can aggressively pursue the targets set by the
National Heart Foundation of Australia.

Eligible patients—those with a previous coronary problem, diabetes, or non-coronary
vascular disease —are referred to the program by their GP to a cardiac coach, who is
usually a dietician, for an initial face-to-face assessment.

During the first session, the coach determines how much their patient know about their
risk factors, the targets for these risk factors, and their knowledge and practice of lifestyle
measures and drug treatments to prevent and manage CHD. Where gaps in knowledge

or behaviour are identified, the coach educates the patient, making it easier for them to
achieve their targets.

The coach then works with the patient through bimonthly telephone ‘pep talks’ to ensure
they are sticking to their goals. The process repeats itself at subsequent coaching sessions
until all risk factor targets are met.

Since patient recruitment began in January 2004 almost 300 patients have been enrolled in
MDGP’s COACH program. For patients who have been coached for at least six months there
was significant improvement in their cholesterol levels, blood pressure, and activity levels.

A patient survey indicated that participants found the COACH program beneficial to their
health in a variety of ways.

One patient stated, “[The COACH program] has changed my life. If not for the COACH
program | would not have found out about cholesterol and triglyceride raised levels.”

Another patient said the program had helped them “recognise and value my condition.
| learned how important it is to look after myself.”

MDGP Cardiac Coach Lyndsay Burton said the great thing about the program was that it
“made patients more proactive about managing their condition”.

“It seems the patients are empowered to go to their GPs more and stay informed. The
ongoing support of the coach just seems to serve as a real encouragement; they know they
have got someone to talk to if they have question”, Ms Burton said.

To date, 31 GPs from 27 practices have referred patients into the COACH program. MDGP
GP Ines Rio regularly refers patients into the program.

“It is a great opportunity to easily access a dietician who is giving the patient the same
fundamental messages about lifestyle modification that you are giving the patient. This
enhances care and has resulted in the substantial improvement of the risk factors for many
of my patients.”

“The COACH program changed my life.”

Australian Divisions of General Practice



The of the Pilbara
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LEAPING LIZARDS
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« The Pilbara Division of General Practice (PDGP) in Western
The SChOOl Australia knew it had to do something about the increasing
number of children in the region who were overweight.

community

They were aware of the alarming national statistics (40 per cent of children are

overweight or obese and one-quarter of Australians will suffer from diabetes by 2013)
haS be’ne]ited and knew that overweight children set themselves up for trouble in later years. Not only
are overweight children far more likely to become overweight adults, they are also at
greater risk of suffering diabetes, cardiovascular disease and mental iliness.

M NUMErous

So instead of waiting to deal with the wide range of health problems that are associated with
an overweight population, the division decided to grab the bull by the horns and promote
wayS fTO’m physical activity and healthy eating in children. So began the Leaping Lizards initiative.

Sponsored by the Telstra Foundation, Leaping Lizards is a community-orientated program

the Leapzng delivered through primary schools in Karratha and Dampier.

Its aim is simple: to increase physical activity and healthy food choices among
participating children and their families. By establishing a ‘health-promoting environment’
and healthy lifestyle habits, the program provides the opportunity for participating
children to live a healthy childhood, which, it is hoped, will carry through to later life.

Lizards

9
p’)"Og'ram. Leaping Lizards initiatives to date include the purchase of new physical activity

equipment; the establishment of daily fitness programs; ‘fun stations’ at school sports
carnivals; promotion of community sporting clubs; parent nutrition workshops and
canteen menu modifications; and role model guest speakers, such as visiting Olympic
athletes and AFL players, who demonstrate the message that ‘physical activity is fun’.

Launched in 2004, Leaping Lizards has proved an outstanding success. Project officer
Geniene Mairata says the response from students, parents and teachers has been
extremely positive and supportive.

“Children involved are so enthusiastic about Leaping Lizards. | think it’s because

it delivers positive health messages in a variety of fun and innovative ways. And

the teachers and canteen staff are enthusiastic because they receive professional
development from visiting experts that would otherwise not be offered,” Ms Mariata says.

“The schools have requested ongoing support to overcome the barriers faced in the
Pilbara that limit them in their level of activity undertaken in the warmer months.”

Ms Mairata said there was also great support in the wider community for the Leaping
Lizards program. “People see the benefits it provides through its consistent and
encouraging healthy and happy lifestyle messages and activities.”

Steve Cook, a teacher from a participating primary school, has seen firsthand the
difference the program can make.

“Over the past two years Tambrey Primary School has been lucky enough to have the
program. During this time the school community has benefited in numerous ways.”
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“It really makes
a big difference
to the quality
of primary care
these patients

are recerving.”

make
a dermatological difference

What does a rural GP do when they are confronted with a
patient with a skin disorder, but there isn’t a dermatologist
for many, many miles?

The answer, thanks to a Queensland Divisions of General Practice (QDGP) initiative,
is that they access Tele-Derm, an online resource designed primarily for rural GPs who
need advice on the diagnosis and management of skin disease.

Tele-Derm is a joint initiative between QDGP and the Australian College of Rural and
Remote Medicine (ACRRM), and is hosted through ACRRM’s Rural and Remote Medical
Education Online site (RRMEO).

So successful was the program in Queensland that it ‘went national’ in March this year,
funded by the Australian Government Department of Health and Ageing under the Medical
Specialist Outreach Assistance Program (MSOAP).

A major factor in the popularity of the program is the up-skilling Tele-Derm provides GPs
by increasing their clinical knowledge of skin diseases management.

Through the service, GPs are able to access online dermatological case studies,
information about education opportunities, recommended links and discussion forums.

As well as the education aspect, Tele-Derm is a very valuable diagnostic service for GPs
in rural and remote areas whose patients are not in a position to access a dermatologist.

Ben Cohn, QDGP’s Rural Specialist Support Program Officer, explains how this aspect

of the initiative works: “GPs can electronically submit deidentified cases for assessment,
complete with digital images of symptoms. These case studies are then investigated by a
Brisbane-based dermatologist who provides advice on diagnosis. The cases also remain
online for access by other Tele-Derm enrolled GPs.”

“It really makes a big difference to the quality of primary care these patients are
receiving,” Mr Cohn says.

“For rural and remote communities, Tele-Derm is a real saviour for people suffering skin
diseases. It means they don’t have to travel often long distances, at considerable cost, to
see a city dermatologist. Instead, they receive rapid access to dermatological advice from
their upskilled local GP.”

Indeed, the program has been so successful that QDGP has received letters of praise in
the mail from GPs living as far away as remote Northern Territory.

“Some GPs have told us their patients are often receiving advice and treatment more
quickly than they would be if they were living in @ metropolitan area.”

One GP who regularly uses Tele-Derm is Dr Ewen McPhee, who lives and practices
in Emerald in Queensland. Located 270km inland from Rockhampton, and 1000km
from Brishane, Emerald is the perfect example of a community that benefits from the
Tele-Derm program.

Dr McPhee says he uses Tele-Derm ‘extensively, at least once a week'.

He no longer has to refer patients to Brisbane: a major plus for patients because they do
not have to travel 1000km for diagnosis and treatment. The advantages are even more
obvious when the particular skin condition can be adequately managed by an upskilled

Australian Divisions of General Practice



IS a winning combination

GP working through the web with a
specialist dermatologist.

Indeed, one of the benefits of the program
is that because of the upskilling, GPs

are better able to identify which patients
actually need referral to a dermatologist
and which can be managed effectively in
the primary care setting.

“The educational aspect means that GPs
get better at screening patients. There’s
research that shows that about 20 per cent
of patients referred to a dermatologist
don’t need to be; so it is important to give
GPs the skills and confidence to manage
those patients,” Dr McPhee says.

There are also benefits in terms of
improving relationships between GPs and
their patients.

“An important aspect of Tele-Derm is that
it ensures patients have confidence in
their GPs, in as much as they see them
working with a specialist to provide a
[treatment] outcome in their home town.
This obviously improves the relationship
you have with patients,” Dr McPhee said.

Tele-Derm is available to all ACRRM
members, and currently has more than
600 GPs enrolled. The statistics keep
growing, but so far there have been close
to0 20,000 hits on the website, with an
average of about 1000 hits a month from
more than 170 GPs. It is the most popular
module on the RRMEQ site.

The service has assisted with more than
100 individual cases (via the drop box
and discussion forum) and includes
approximately 200 interactive cases for
GPs to work through at their own pace,
enhancing their skills as they go.

DynamicDivisions

Brishane North DGP has recently completed a three-year
coordinated trial of an innovative coordinated care strategy
for people with chronic or complex medical conditions.

Under Team Care Health 11, GPs, community nurses, hospitals and other service
providers collaborate to manage the health care of people with chronic and complex
medical conditions.

Maida Lilley, a 71-year-old who has suffered from chronic arthritis, asthma and
diverticulitis, was one of the participants of the program. Maida says she was already
happy with her ‘wonderful GP’, so didn’t really think she needed to be involved in the trial,
but was happy to ‘give it a go’.

“Although | didn’t think | needed it at first, now | can really see the benefits. I've got some
wonderful follow-up after | had two joint replacements. I've felt thoroughly spoilt!” says Maida.

In the Team Care 11 trial, each patient was given a service coordinator (a2 community nurse
appointed to the practice) who managed their allied health needs. Access to the allied
services, such as dieticians and occupational therapists, was free and immediate in the
trial, which is often not the case when patients are having to find the help they need on
their own. The aim was simple: to address risk factors and prevent hospital admissions.

Two physiotherapists visited Maida at home after her operations. She says it was ‘magic’
having the house visits, and helped her feel on-top of her iliness and better able to get on
with life.

A ‘persuasive, friendly’ service coordinator made Maida feel like there were a range of
options for her to manage her condition. “She was great, really enthusiastic, and talked
through different options with me.”

Robert Gan, a GP in the area who was involved in the Team Care 11 trial, says the
program confirmed that patients with chronic conditions definitely benefited from allied
health services.

“The Team Care 11 trial was really looking at early and timely access [to allied services] to
reduce readmissions. And we are confident that the trial will show a reduction in hospital
admissions for patients in the intervention group as compared to the control group ... The
Team Care 11 approach really seemed to make a difference.”

Dr Gan said his experience with the trial program has resulted in changes in the way he
manages his practice and treats patients with chronic and complex conditions.

“Because of the success of the trial, | have incorporated some of the learning in to my
own practice,” Dr Gan said.

“I've recruited some practice nurses, who work with allied health workers, and | have a
greater focus on delivering preventative primary health care before acute or episodic care
is needed ... | think it is really important to work in general practice teams, especially
with shortages in the medical workforce, and the Team Care 11 trial shows there are real
benefits for patients in taking a team-based and preventative approach to treatment.

“It is also a sensible approach in terms of the ageing population, because it reduces the
risk of patients requiring urgent home visits or hospital/nursing home admissions.
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approach to suicide

“The evidence
suggests that
physical
actrvity does

improve

mood.”

The Yorke Peninsula DGP in South Australia has developed an
innovative way of tackling the tragic problem of suicide. The
program involves community members, health professionals
and other service providers and aims to help people cope with
stress and life difficulties.

Under the program, which is called ‘If only | knew ... seeking answers together’, all
libraries in the areas have been supplied with a special ‘trolley’ containing mental health
information packs (with self-help strategies) from beyondblue, and pedometers to
encourage people to ‘walk it out, talk it out’.

Hairdressing salons have also been provided with ‘walk it out, talk it out’ fridge magnets
and mental health information material.

Program coordinator Jo Pilger said the ‘walk it’ strategy was simple to promote, but it
also appeared to be quite a powerful intervention.

“A brisk walk with a friend is a really good way to off-load. It can be a time to share
worries and get them in perspective, before they build up and become unmanageable.
And the evidence suggests that physical activity does improve mood.

“For all these reasons, we have spread the word that a simple mental health self-help
technique is to go for a walk and a good talk with a friend, family member or colleague
can really make a difference. So just do it!”

The division also holds regular community seminars, including a support group for those
who have lost loved ones to suicide.

As part of the ‘If only | knew ...” project, the division has facilitated forums for the
community and for service providers.

According to program coordinator Jo Pilger, the forums have “enabled community
members and organisations to work together to promote resilience and effective help-
seeking skills”.

“If only | knew ...” has boosted community awareness about mental health and
encouraged service providers to make better use of existing resources,” Ms Pilger says.

Peter Vanderhorst, 30, suffers schizo-affective disorder. He says he heard about the
consumers’ forum which forms part of the program—and decided he wanted to be
involved.

“l wanted to get to get other people’s views on mental illness and suicide, and express my
own views. | wanted to help people going through similar things.”

Peter has lost a friend to suicide, and so knows how important it is for people in trouble
to have help at hand. “The ‘If only | knew ..." program is about working out ways of
helping people when they need it.”

The ‘walk it out’ technique was particularly effective, Peter said, and he had used it himself
on occasion.

“As it happened, the friend | wanted to go and walk and talk with had a crook back, so
it ended up just being a sit and talk it out session. But it was really good just to have
someone to talk to, who you could trust.”

Australian Divisions of General Practice



In the Illawarra

are the headline

“Being recognised
by the Prime
Minaster’s
Community
Business
Partnerships for
this coniribution
to healthier people
in the lllawarra is

a bonus.”
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The lllawarra Division of General Practice (IDGP) in New South Wales has for the past
seven years been working collaboratively with their local media outlets to develop key
health messages conveyed on WAVE FM and PRIME Television to households in the
|llawarra region.

The IDGP and WAVE FM and PRIME Television have been working together to develop
Community Service Announcements (CSAs) focusing on over 20 key health areas
pertinent to the local community. The partnership has been so successful, that the
division, based in Wollongong, New South Wales, has been recognised by the Prime
Minister for its creative partnership approach to health care in the region.

“The partnership has seen local GPs bringing regional health issues to life and
presenting them to the homes, work places and even motor vehicles of most Illawarra
residents”, said Dr Andrew Dalley, Chief Executive Officer of the IDGP.

The coordinated program has not shied away from controversial messages such as
violence against pregnant women and risk taking behaviour in adolescents. The people
of the lllawarra now have a greater understanding of the role that GPs and general
practice plays in primary health care as a result of the media partnership”, he said.

For their success in this initiative, the IDGP was awarded the New South Wales State
Award for Excellence in Community Partnerships in the small business category. The
awards are the flagship of the Prime Minister’s Community Business Partnership.
They now tough it out with a smaller group of finalists for the national awards to be
presented by the Prime Minister in October 2005.

“Being recognised by the Prime Minister's Community Business Partnerships for

this contribution to healthier people in the lllawarra is a bonus”, said Dr Rene Dostal,
Chairman of the IDGP. “We derive enormous satisfaction from the media’s willingness
to contribute to the well-being of the local community”, he said.

Other examples of the GSAs developed under the partnership include suicide,
depression in adolescents, a key program of the lllawarra Division, and obesity in
children, also a key focus for Australia’s health professionals. All have focused on
promoting the key role that GPs play in supporting people’s health, and creating a
healthier community.

Whilst the lllawarra region is an urban setting, it is clear that the successes of this
division have been based mainly on its ability to work with general practice and other
key stakeholders.

Dr Dostal, who is also a local GP, is enthusiastic about the partnership continuing.

“We are encouraged by the partnership approach that lllawarra GPs have in our
region”, said Dr Dostal. “Working as part of a team to help the community with their
health care issues is the way to go for general practice now, and well into the future”,
he said.
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S abreast of issues for young women

“A much needed
resource such as
this DVD will be
a major help to
young women
with breast cancer
and thewr pariners
... We hope it
will make the
often confusing
early days of thewr

diagnosis a little

easter to cope

with.”

A locally produced DVD called ‘Empowering Young Women with Early Breast Cancer’
is a first of its kind because of the way it tackles issues affecting newly diagnosed
young women.

The Northern Rivers Division of General Practice (NRDGP) developed the resource
that deals with issues head-on, such as the psychosocial impact of breast cancer and
the implications for sexuality, body image and fertility.

The DVD was developed by the NRDGP, based in Lismore New South Wales, in
partnership with the National Breast Cancer Centre through the Polo Ralph Lauren
‘Pink Pony’ campaign. It targets a real need in the area for local health professionals
in providing support and advice to young women, from the perspective of young
women.

Local identity and breast cancer survivor, Liz Terracini from the Northern Rivers
Performing Arts (NORPA) organisation, who launched the DVD, described the range
of emotions and experiences shared by breast cancer sufferers.

“For young women in the past, there wasn’t much information available to assist
them in coming to terms with being diagnosed with breast cancer. They needed to
rely on the support of family and close friends and do their own research, rather than
being able to access quality resources”, Liz said.

“Now, more information is available. A much needed resource such as this 30 minute
DVD will be a major help to young women with breast cancer and their partners.”

The DVD was filmed late last year during a one day workshop attended by 40 local
young women with breast cancer and their partners. It was part of the Empowering
Young Women with Breast Cancer (eYWbc) project, which aimed to address the
major issues young women with breast cancer in rural areas face and has also seen
the establishment of a local support group for young women with breast cancer.

“We are delighted to be able to bring this DVD resource to young women newly
diagnosed with breast cancer and hope it will make the often confusing early days of
their diagnosis a little easier to cope with”, said GP, Dr Marc Heyning, who talks in
the DVD about some of the issues partners face.

“The DVD has five chapters that reflect the main issues young women grapple

with when diagnosed with early breast cancer, such as their sexuality, fertility and
psychosocial issues, and their reconstruction options—real stuff that worries young
women.

“The DVD is unique in that it brings together both women who have experienced
breast cancer first hand with specialists in this field. It gives women a great resource
to discuss and explore the impact of their breast cancer with their families, GP,
specialists and support group”, Marc said.

The DVD resource is available from GPs, specialists, breast care nurses and the local
Cancer Council in Lismore and the surrounding regions. Copies are also available by
phoning the division on (02) 6622 4453.

Pictured left: Di Fischer, regional program manager, NSW Cancer Council and Sara Hurren,
cancer project manager at the Northern Rivers Division of General Practice with Liz Terraccini,
who launched the early breast cancer DVD, and Justina Reynolds, one of the young women
featured on the DVD.
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