NURHC in the Alice 2010

A group of 15 NOMADians was lucky enough to attend the National University Rural Health Conference in Alice Springs from 15-17 July this year.  It was like being in another country leaving dreary grey Geelong and getting off the plane to the clear blue skies and red dirt (a souvenir of which is still on my shoes) of the Alice.

We didn’t have much time to see the sights as the conference program kept us busy day and night.  The focus of this year’s conference was on remote and indigenous health and the program offered a mix of politics and personal clinical experience.  For me the highlights were the stories from people working in remote communities, both the keynote speakers and student presenters, and the inspiring people you got to speak to during the (short) breaks.  I never expected to sit next to a dental student from Queensland who had set up a dental clinic for remote Queensland indigenous communities so that they could get adequate access to dental care.  Hearing Amanda Francis speak about her experiences in the Graduate Nursing Program in Alice Springs, and her openness and enthusiasm to face the challenges of remote nursing was inspiring..  Dr Alyssa Vass discussed her work in Arnhem Land with the Aboriginal Resources and Development Services (ARDS) working together with the indigenous community to improve health education.  She spoke about the limitations of direct translation and assumed meaning in healthcare settings, and spoke about her in-depth exploration of meaning with the local community in order to develop shared understandings of indigenous and bio-medical concepts so that healthcare provision can be more effective and more of a two-way dialogue.  I was struck again by just how far we have to go to close the gap, both in healthcare and quality of life, and in understanding.  One interesting student presentation surveyed Cultural Awareness/competence training in Australian, New Zealand and Canadian medical schools, reflecting on just how superficial this aspect of medical education is, and how in Australia we can learn from the New Zealand model of immersion in Maori culture and extensive experience working with Maori patients.
Another high point was the Foreign Body Removal Workshop run by optometrist Leo Hartley.  This was a great hands-on contrast to the lengthy lectures that ran throughout most of the conference where we were able to practice removing objects from plastic eyes using a slit lamp.  All I can say is that I think we’ve established I shouldn’t pursue ophthalmology!

The conference also reminded me of the role the NRHSN has in acting as an advocacy body for the interests of health students, and of making a difference to the future of rural health.  One theme that came through the conference is the need to work collaboratively with other health disciplines in order to improve health outcomes in rural and remote Australia and the need for us to speak up to governments and other stakeholders about our needs and ideas as future health professionals.  Unfortunately there was not much time to visit the stalls set up by a range of rural health organisations, but these offered a wide range of opportunities for health students to get involved in rural placements, conferences, internships and have support services to help students and health professionals working in these areas.

The social calendar of the conference was also packed with BBQs, a night out at the classic Alice RSL, the infamous Golden Windmills, where NOMAD gave a stellar performance of Westside Story thanks to the choreographic genius of Em and Jacinta, and a formal bush bash in the red dirt to end it all…. And after all that there was Bojangles!

It was a great opportunity to get to know other NOMADians better, to meet great people from other clubs and to remember what all this study is really for in the real world.  I also have to congratulate Jacinta on her success, not just as a fantastic dancer, but as the winner of the ACRRM Presidents Prize 2010 for her essay on an experience that influenced her passion for rural health, and an award for her fun and interactive presentation on interactive icebreakers.  Well done Cint!

Thanks to everyone for a fantastic trip.  I’d encourage everyone to take to opportunity to attend the NURHCs of the future.
