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This phenomenon, which is as much sociological 
as economic, has been described in Social limits of 
growth by Fred Hirsch.3 Increasing the length of 
required education achieves social scarcity. It does 
not guarantee more skills and knowledge. Hirsch 
describes this as “the wasteful lengthening of the 
obstacle course”.

How might the intern years be made more useful for 
future practitioners?

The widespread introduction of a 20-week general 
practice rotation is a proposal worth exploring.2 
Where it has been implemented, it has increased the 
complexity of organising training, but it has been 
warmly received by interns. They feel value has been 
added to their internship experience without making 
it longer. Were this to become more common, the 
role of directors of clinical training becomes critical 
in building and maintaining the bridge between 
community practice and the hospital environment.

The importance or otherwise of directors of clinical 
training is not canvassed in the AHMAC discussion 
paper1 — but it needs to be, as does the funding 
of such positions. Adequate supervision does not 
automatically follow just because the regulatory 
agencies deem it should be so. Nailing an Australian 
Health Practitioner Regulation Agency edict to the 
hospital board is not the solution. However, directors 
of clinical training who are appropriately resourced 
may be able to effectively interpret such edicts.

Nonetheless, innovation goes only so far, and 
funding is imperative for expanding internships into 
community practice. However, interns’ patients are 
ineligible to claim Medicare rebates directly. The 
Prevocational General Practice Placement Program 
used to provide funding, but that program has ceased. 
There has been no replacement.

When I graduated, I was unequivocally registered 
from Day 1. If translated into today’s world, that would 
mean eligibility for Medicare rebates for my patients. 
After all, the current intern already has a provider 
number; this is restricted to ordering tests, but what 
is the difference to allowing access to other areas of 
Medicare? If the government wants interns exposed to 
general practice then the government must pay for this 
experience, one way or the other.

In the end, the young Canadian doctor realised that 
she had had a firm base in generalist training. In 
Canada, she could progress more swiftly to a program 
tailored to be complementary. She also knew that it 
would take less time to complete her training. She 
has accepted a post in a small city in south-western 
Saskatchewan called Swift Current, where she will 
be able to put into practice what she has learned in 
Australia.

Lengthening time is not necessarily synonymous 
with acquiring greater expertise. What if one changed 
the metaphor and said expanding the time spent 

had a diluting effect? If so, further time spent in 
acquiring the right to practice independently without 
evidence as to its value could even have homoeopathic 
characteristics — perhaps like a drop of maple syrup 
into a firkin of eucalyptus oil.
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Poem

Doctor
When the phone rings in the night to tell him someone’s died
not unexpectedly, and without giving trouble,
he thinks as he lies down of the hurt red setter
he had to shoot, what, forty years ago? His heart flinches again.

His house flowering quietly around him
in this contented suburb, he lies awake until
the trees step out of the shadows. Fifty.
He wonders what he did for the rest of that day
and why he’s never seen, these forty years,
those trees with the ripped and shaggy bark
and under it, the silky heifer skin. That sky
so clean and glittering
it makes you want to weep.
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