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Health- a long-term national health strategy

Dementia - one of the biggest health problems facing Australia
Australia has an ageing population, and as the baby boomers starts ageing, the impact of dementia will increase
dramatically. Dementia is not a natural part of ageing, but risk does increase as people get older. In 2020, the number
of people with dementia will exceed 330 000, a 50% increase since 2007. In 2050, there are projected to be over
175,000 new cases every year, more than the total number of people with dementia in Australia in 2000.1
Dementia is more than Aged Care. Dementia is a key issue for Public Health policy, a potential target for preventive
health approaches and a major cause of chronic disability and carer burden for Australians. Australia has a world class
Health and Aged Care system, which is not sustainable unless reforms including additional funding for dementia are
put in place in the next 3 years. Access Economics estimated the direct and indirect cost of dementia at over $6
billion in 2002.2 If the lack of public funding is not addressed, then this figure will increase exponentially.
There is bipartisan support for the Dementia Initiative – Making Dementia a National Health Priority and
continuing it beyond 2009. Our priorities3 are to:
1. Improve the diagnosis of dementia by GPs
2. Expand community care services for people with dementia and their carers
3. Improve access to quality dementia care in residential services
4. Improve access to appropriate care for special groups, in particular people with younger onset dementia,4
CALD5 and indigenous people.6
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5. Ensure a workforce able to deliver quality dementia care to all people with dementia
6. Promote advance care planning for people with dementia7
7. Increase dementia research funding into cause, prevention and care
Less than 0.3% of the total annual cost of dementia care in Australia is spent on dementia research.8 This is an
inadequate investment for the future given the very real economic and human consequences.9 The returns from
investment in research could be great.
If the average onset of Alzheimer’s disease was reduced by 5 years from 2005, then there would be 35%
fewer new cases of dementia by 2020, cumulative savings of $13.5 billion would be realised. The end result is
not only a reduction in the economic impact of the condition but also improved quality of life for people.10
To quote Professor Anthony Jorm, author of Dementia: a major health problem for Australia
“As the tide of infectious diseases has gone out, the rocks that were always there have been revealed. These
rocks are heart disease and cancer. But gradually, even heart disease and cancer are receding as we see the
benefits of prevention programs and better treatments.
As the tide of these diseases retreats, what other rocks will be revealed? The
answer is…“neurodegenerative diseases”…These will be a major challenge for the health system in the 21st
century. By far the biggest of these neurodegenerative diseases, in terms of numbers of people affected, is
Alzheimer’s disease.”11
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