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To THE EDITOR: Primary health care is
the part of the health care system used by
most people and contributes substantially
to the health of the population. Research
conducted in primary health care ensures
quality care provided in this sector is
underpinned by the best evidence.}

To build the primary health care
research evidence base, the Australian
Government has invested around $135
million in the Primary Health Care
Research, Evaluation and Development
(PHCRED) Strategy since 2000.%2 The
Strategy has supported primary health care
research capacity building through Aus-
tralian university Departments of General
Practice and Rural Health. From 2011, this
funding will be replaced by competitively
funded centres of research excellence in
primary health care.?

From 2000 to 2008, the National
Health and Medical Research Council
(NHMRC) administered research fund-
ing of over $3.5 billion.” Using
NHMRC data, we found that 1.9%
(183/9409) of the total number of
grants awarded by the NHMRC were
primary health care related (Box).> Of
these, 28% (51) were funded through
the PHCRED Strategy, with total fund-
ing of $18.5 million.? About 80% (146)
of primary health care grants were
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awarded to the university sector and
19% (34) to medical research insti-
tutes. There were no apparent trends
over this period, reflecting a persistent
lack of maturity of primary health care
research funding within the NHMRC.

Our findings are similar to those for
Canada’s premier health research agency.
The Canadian Institutes of Health
Research has, since its inception in 2000,
distributed CA$20.4 million to primary
health care projects. In 2004-2005, less
than 1% ($3.52 million) of the $516 mil-
lion spent by the agency on research fund-
ing was devoted to primary health care
research.”

The discipline of primary health care is
still evolving and will continue to need
infrastructure support to ensure it devel-
ops the capacity to provide the best evi-
dence for quality primary health care in
Australia. Because of the greater emphasis
on primary health care in current health
reforms, and with significant changes
being implemented in this sector, the need
for research in this area at all levels is
greater than ever before. We strongly urge
the NHMRC to increase their support for
primary health care research to provide
best evidence for significant improvement
in primary health care in Australia.
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NHMRC = National Health and Medical Research
Council. PHCRED = Primary Health Care Research,
Evaluation and Development. PHCRED grants are
administered by the NHMRC. * Identified by code
and title. Includes all categories of grants and
support for personnel. .
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