New Zealand Primary Health Care in Action

New Zealand health reforms seek end to
exclusion

In the Wairarapa region of New Zealand’s North
Island, health authorities have found a novel
way to overcome Maori suspicions of hospitals
and surgeries.

They set up their Te Rangimaire primary health
clinic on the marae, or sacred meeting place, so
that Maori — New Zealand’s indigenous people
— feel more at ease.

“Although the doctor... is of European ancestry,
she is culturally sensitive, understands
Maori protocol and is well respected by the
community. Our kaumatua (Maori elders)
are very comfortable coming here,” says the
reverend Marie Collin, a member of the Ngati
Kahungunu tribe.

The country’s primary health care system has
undergone dramatic changes since 2000, when
it was decided that a re-emphasis on primary
health care could reduce the disease burden
and curb the rising costs of secondary care.
Government officials say these changes have
made its health-care services more accessible
to Maori and other groups.

Revitalized primary health care

The Te Rangimaire clinic is one of the many
health care services and facilities in the
Wairarapa region; others include general-
practice surgeries and hospital-based services
such as community nursing. Most primary care
providers are coordinated by the Wairarapa
Primary Health Organisation, which is overseen
by the district health board.

The Primary Health Organisations are the local
structures for implementing New Zealand’s
Primary Health Care Strategy that was
launched in 2001, a year after the decision to
revitalize primary health care. The core of the
strategy is to reduce health inequalities, engage
communities and improve the prevention and
management of chronic illnesses.

The strategy was based on the 1978 Declaration
of Alma-Ata to achieve health for all by means
of a primary health care approach, says Dr Tim
Kenealy, a senior lecturer at the Department
of General Practice and Primary Care at the
University of Auckland.

The Primary Health Organisation helps to
coordinate and support the primary health care
providers for the population, bringing together
doctors, nurses, Maori health workers, health
promotion workers, dieticians, pharmacists,
physiotherapists, psychologists and midwives.

Today, there are 82 such organizations across
New Zealand, with 94% of the country’s four
million inhabitants enrolled in one of them.

End to disjointed health services

Prior to the country’s revitalized primary health
care strategy, the quality of New Zealand’s health
services was high, but they were disjointed and
“poorly integrated”, says Dr Kenealy

Furthermore, the system only worked well if
you could afford to access primary health care
services, Kenealy says.
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New Zealand primary health care reform aims to reduce inequalities

New Zealand primary health care focuses on prevention

Revitalized primary health care approach puts an end to disjointed health services

He believes the changes will most benefit those
who currently face the highest barriers, such
as cost and cultural alienation, to enjoying the
benefits of primary health care services.

Joy Cooper, general manager of the Wairarapa
District Health Board, uses a metaphor to explain
their approach: “We have become much more
focused on preventing people from falling off
the cliff of poor health by building a fence at the
top, rather than providing an ambulance to help
people once they have fallen into ill health.”

This is an abridged version of an article
published in the Bulletin of the World Health
Organization in July 2008".

Gross National Product per capita (PPP in international $, 2006): 25 750
Per capita total expenditure on health (PPP in international $, 2005): 2223
Number of physicians (per 10 000 population, 2002): 21
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Doctor examiﬁga patient at the Te Rangimaire clinic

"Primary health care the New Zealand way, WHO Bulletin Vol 86 (7), http://www.who.int/bulletin/volumes/86/7/08-030708/en/index.html
World Health Statistics 2008, Online version: http:/www.who.int/whosis/data/Search.jsp (accessed on 26/09/2008)
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