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To THE EDITOR: Hore and colleagues
argue for “integrated critical care” as a
solution to the problem of providing
intensive-care cover for patients in rural
and non-tertiary metropolitan hospi-
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tals.! They claim that such an approach
is required uniquely in these hospitals,
whereas in tertiary centres “subspecial-
ists would be involved in each phase of
the management process”.

That this occurs is undisputed; how-
ever, it is far from the optimal model of
care.? Over the past 3 decades, the
management of critically ill patients has
evolved to require its own specialty.
Other than in the traditional critical-
care disciplines of anaesthesia and
emergency medicine, training in critical

care is not a significant component of
specialty training programs. Within ter-
tiary hospitals, therefore, the require-
ment that critically ill patients be cared
for by specialists trained in critical-care
medicine (and not a “committee” of
subspecialty experts) is no less impor-
tant than in the rural setting. There is
consequently little difference between
the skills and experience required of
tertiary and rural critical-care special-
ists, and the continuum of critical care
is the same in both settings.

MJA Vol 179 3 November 2003



The recent creation of the Joint Fac-
ulty of Intensive Care Medicine by the
Royal Australasian College of Physicians
(RACP) and the Australian and New
Zealand College of Anaesthetists
(ANZCA) has enabled many of the past
artificial barriers to effective critical-care
training and accreditation in Australasia
to be broken down. It is now possible to
enter intensive-care training from varied
training programs, including those of the
Australasian College for Emergency
Medicine, the RACP and the ANZCA.
Completion of training is recognised by
successfully passing a broad-based criti-
cal-care examination.

The argument that training could and
should include rural practice is well
made. However, any comprehensive crit-
ical-care training will inevitably require
some high-volume experience only avail-
able within a tertiary institution.

That there are differences in emphasis
in the workload of our rural colleagues
should be recognised. However, our job
is essentially the same. There is no need
for a separate specialty, but there is a
need to ensure provision of high quality
critical-care services to all patients into
the future.
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To THE EDITOR: The article by Hore et
al' raises many important issues for
acute-care medicine in rural settings,
including the need for specialists to be
multiskilled and collaborate across disci-
plines, the lack of professional support
for rural training programs and rural
specialists, and the difficulty of oversee-
ing multidisciplinary credentialling.
These issues are not unique to acute-
care medicine or to the Joint Faculty of
Intensive Care Medicine (JFICM). They
are problems for other faculties and col-
leges, rural healthcare facilities and gov-
ernments. Many rural specialist services
in Australia and New Zealand have the
benefit of considerable expertise provided
by medical practitioners who are not nec-
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essarily Fellows of the relevant specialist
colleges. They should be supported by
collaborative efforts of the relevant col-
leges, which should develop initiatives to
increase the numbers of specialist medi-
cal practitioners working in rural settings.

The JFICM, representing some 464
Fellows and 391 trainees, has been devel-
oping frameworks to support rural inten-
sive care. JFICM’s goals are to develop a
more flexible training program to encour-
age rural training; to establish a rural
officer on the JFICM Board; to support a
rural focus group, working through rural
structures with the Committee of Presi-
dents of Medical Colleges; and to explore
liaisons with other colleges.

The argument for developing a spe-
cialty of integrated critical-care medicine
implies that current programs are defi-
cient and cannot provide a holistic, inte-
grated approach to rural acute care. Hore
and colleagues argue that “there is no
formal program for training specialists for
multidisciplinary rural critical-care prac-
tice”. I must correct them on this point.
Their proposal in fact eloquently
describes the elements of the JFICM
training program, which has existed since
1977. An internationally recognised and
comprehensive intensive-care/critical-
care training program, its status has been
confirmed with its successful accredita-
tion by the Australian Medical Council.

The authors also suggest that “critical
care” is in some way different from
“intensive care”. This is not contempo-
rary reality. The terms “intensive care”
and “critical care” are one and the same.

Healthcare workers in rural and remote
locations have collaboratively developed
multidisciplinary working relationships
that provide comprehensive acute and
non-acute healthcare. The same
approach should be used by authoritative
bodies to resolve important issues for
rural specialists and training programs.
The issues do not require establishing a
separate specialty.

The above comments notwithstanding,
the suggestion by Hore and colleagues
that specialties involved in acute care lead
a collaborative process to strengthen clin-
ical links is to be applauded. The discus-
sions need to be inclusive of medical
specialists working in intensive care med-
icine.
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To THE EDITOR: Hore et al' raise some
very pertinent issues relating to the deliv-
ery of integrated critical care in the rural
setting and raise the possibility of a new
specialty to help solve the problem.

The issue of providing many services
in rural, remote and regional Australia
will not be solved by more subspecialisa-
tion, which is actually having the effect of
centralising services in major metropoli-
tan centres distant from important and
productive portions of our population.

Rather than propagate another group
of subspecialists, our medical colleges,
and in particular the Australian Medical
Council (AMC), need to look at new
ways to empower specialists and general-
ists who work in regional areas to con-
tinue to provide services without their
expertise being undermined in the eyes
of the public. We need to encourage state
governments to spread services more
widely rather than to centralise and
remove rural services.

The push for so-called “centres of
excellence” that draw all patients to a few
centres is for the convenience of the few
and is financially attractive to govern-
ments. Artificial standards for care (pro-
duced by the medical colleges), with
restrictions on practice related to the
number of patients treated or the
number of patients ventilated, are unre-
lated to the quality of care delivered to
individual patients. These restrictions
may soon lead to many specialties not
being sustainable outside capital cities or
major urban centres because of insuffi-
cient caseload to meet the guidelines. In
regional areas, specialists (such as anaes-
thetists) who have the experience to pro-
vide additional services (eg, intensive
care), but not the formal recognition, are
being discouraged from doing so by the
college guidelines and the current legal
climate.

My observation of the actions of most
medical colleges is that, by their good
intention to maintain standards, they are
supporting the concentration of services
but are discouraging the wide delivery of
services. Surely, when we do studies that
demonstrate that care is better delivered
in special or centralised units, the aim
should be to find out why, and to seek
ways to deliver that expertise in less
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specialised and more decentralised units,
rather than to immediately call for more
centralisation of services. This, I believe,
is the real challenge for our AMC and
our Committee of Presidents of Medical
Colleges.
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IN REPLY: We thank the correspondents
for their interest, insights and discussion.
In general, there appears to be much
common ground between our views and
theirs, although a few points of clarifica-
tion need to be made.

We do not argue that a “committee of
subspecialty experts” undertakes critical
care in tertiary centres, as O’Leary sug-
gests. The subspecialists we refer to are
those within the discipline of critical
care, particularly intensivists, emergency
physicians and anaesthetists. In tertiary
settings, these specialists operate pre-
dominantly within their base critical-care
“subspecialty”. In rural settings, they are
also involved in the other phases of criti-
cal care on a regular basis. Hence, while
the principles of critical care are similar
in rural and metropolitan settings, their
effective delivery differs.

We do not question that the Joint
Faculty of Intensive Care Medicine
(JFICM) provides a comprehensive
intensive-care training program. How-
ever, there are very few JFICM-accred-
ited intensive-care units in Australia
outside metropolitan centres, and few
JFICM-endorsed specialists working in
the public sector in rural and remote
intensive-care units.! Unfortunately, this
suggests that the current JFICM pro-
gram is not addressing the needs of rural
and remote centres. Indeed, in their
recent review, the Australian Medical
Council encouraged the JFICM to give
more opportunity and encouragement
for trainees to gain rural experience.?
The steps being undertaken by the
JFICM that Matthews outlines are
encouraging.
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We believe the statement by Matthews
that “intensive care and critical care are
one and the same” is insular and at odds
with the reality of critical care, especially
outside tertiary metropolitan centres. It
is pleasing to note that O’Leary includes
emergency medicine as a “traditional
critical-care discipline”. There are strong
clinical and curriculum similarities
between emergency medicine and inten-
sive-care medicine that cannot be over-
looked. In this respect, rural centres may
be leading the way in further breaking
down barriers. The formation of the
JFICM has been a positive step, but it
remains a liaison of only two bodies. A
greater presence from emergency medi-
cine, rural anaesthesia, rural medicine
and surgery would be beneficial and a
significant step towards a truly multidis-
ciplinary specialty.

We reaffirm that, to ensure high stand-
ards of critical care for rural patients,
solutions need to match the existing real-
ities of rural practice. We agree that these
must be collaborative and inclusive. The
integrated critical-care model has been
successful in a number of rural hospitals
and offers potential for wider implemen-
tation.
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