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Deputy Premier and Minister for Health, the Hon. 
Carmel Tebbutt MP  by Narelle Schuh

Well known in the political arena, our 
current Deputy Premier and Minister 
for Health, The Hon. Carmel Tebbutt 
ran for Marrickville Council in 1993 and 
has been involved in the left wing of the 
Labor Party since the mid 1980s.

“What inspired me into politics was 
to make a difference to the community 
I lived in. I particularly wanted to have 
the opportunity to make a difference 
for people who struggled, experienced 
disadvantage. I was very much 
attracted to the social justice principles 
of the Labor Party and that’s why I 
joined them in 1985. To me it offered 
the best program and philosophies 
about supporting people who are 
disadvantaged, supporting working 
people and making a difference in their 
lives.”

On juggling parenthood, 
responsibilities to her local electorate 
and holding the role of Health Minister 
and Deputy Premier, Carmel says “You 
have to be disciplined. You have to be 
organised and recognise you can’t do 
everything.” Often her day starts at 
6.00am with the morning radio and 
an early walk helps “get the day off 
to a good start”. It’s a day that can 
be completely varied. “Sometimes 
it can be in the office, meeting with 
various different health stakeholders. 
Sometimes it can be in the electorate, 
meeting with constituents or doing 
things out and about in my electorate. 
I spend a lot of the time on the road 
visiting hospitals and health services so 

it really is mixed and I love that.”
Most comfortable in the occupation 

of politics Carmel says it’s all about 
“making a difference” to local and state 
responsibilities. “It is definitely worth 
it. You have to work hard but so you 
should because you’re representing the 
people and people expect you to put your 
everything into it.”

For Carmel, the essential qualities 
of a politician include liking and being 
interested in people. Representing 
people, understanding their needs and 
aspirations and how to help meet those 
is also crucial. An interest in issues, an 
inner strength to withstand pressures 
and the ability to still be clear about who 
you are and what you believe in are key 
criteria. “Good politicians need to be 
compassionate, they need to understand 
not everyone has the opportunities some 
take for granted.”

Inner strength and a thick skin are 
also essential in politics, “You can’t be 
too thin skinned because people are 
critical, people do criticise you and you 
have to be able to withstand that and still 
continue on doing what you believe in.”

Wearing many different hats makes 
prioritising an essential political 
ingredient for Carmel. In her electorate 
she attempts to address all issues of 
concern equally, admitting some issues 
are more readily resolved at a state 
Government level. In the health portfolio 
Carmel relies on the clinical advice of the 
people who work in the health system. 
“I’m not a clinician so I can’t make those 

judgements about what is more pressing 
or urgent but I do try to be very receptive 
to what I hear. I find the best thing is 
to talk to frontline doctors, nurses and 
other health professionals because it 
gives you a really good understanding 
of what the needs of the system are and 
how best to respond.”

National health reform tops Carmel’s 
list of achievements and she was 
heavily involved in the lead-up to the 
negotiation of the COAG Agreement 
last year which she says will continue 
to provide significant benefits for NSW 
with the establishment of the Local 
Health Networks and Governing Councils 
creating opportunities for greater 
community and clinician involvement. 
Bedding-down the establishment of the 
LHNs to provide opportunities for greater 
clinician engagement will be an ongoing 
challenge. “We are the first state to 
move ahead with the implementation of 
the Local Health Networks (LHNs). We 
appointed the Governing Councils and 
that was all ready to go on 1 January 
2011. There was a lot to do in the last 
six months of last year but we worked 
very closely with all the key stakeholders 
and while it’s going to be a challenge to 
actually transition to the new structure I 
think there’s a lot of positive support and 
optimism about what can be achieved 
through the LHNs.” 

Continuing the implementation of 
national health reform is a key priority. 
Carmel says there is a great need to 
be able to develop better incentives for 

more coordinated care and getting the 
right health professionals in the right 
places is a challenge, especially in rural 
and regional NSW. “Making sure that the 
Agency for Clinical Innovation can play 
a key role in supporting evidence-based 
best practice models of care is part of 
how we plan to manage the challenges 
of the future and make our health 
system more sustainable. That has to be 
led by doctors, nurses and allied health 
professionals.”

Carmel is a big believer in the fact 
Governments have a role to play in 
being able to support people to lead 
healthier lives, providing information and 
urban planning to increase recreation 
opportunities. Obesity, Type 2 diabetes 
and cardiovascular disease front the list 
of Labor’s health concerns.

There is agreement with the premise 
of the AMA’s Last Drinks campaign, 
that people have a right to have a 
night out without being threatened by 
alcohol-fuelled violence and anti-social 
behaviour. The favoured approach from 
Labor however is not a “one size fits all” 
but one that is tailored to each particular 
community. She says “The List” –  
a listing for the top 50 most violent 
premises which must adhere to onerous 
restrictions regarding alcohol service – 
and the “hassle free nights” policy have 
made positive inroads into reducing 
alcohol-related violence across the state.

On the topic of polls and focus groups, 
Carmel believes while they cannot 
replace policy and evidence that is 

grounded in good practice, “Politics 
is a democratic system so you have 
to be able to effectively represent the 
community and take to the community 
policies that are going to meet with 
their approval. So, it’s not surprising 
politicians use focus groups and other 
ways to gauge community views. I don’t 
think it ever replaces a commitment to 
your own set of values though and to 
doing what is in the best interest of the 
people you are representing, guided by 
evidence and best practice.”

Carmel is proud of their achievement 
placing all medical graduates in 2011 
but says it’s going to take time and there 
is no doubt that in future years placing 
graduates will be a challenge. “It is 
very good that we are seeing medical 
graduates coming through as there’s 
been a shortage of doctors and we’re 
addressing that now but it’s going to take 
time until those doctors are trained-
up in specialties and fill shortages, 
particularly in region and rural areas.” 
She cites the Clinical Education and 
Training Institute (CETI) as one way of 
meeting the needs of workforce training 
into the future, together with making 
better use of electronic resources to 
support training.

“We have guaranteed we will place 
all NSW domestic graduates into the 
future. Then there is the challenge that 
once they’ve done a couple of years 
and want to specialise, that we can 
provide speciality training as well. We 
are committed to continuing to expand 

specialty training but it’s got to be in-line 
with workforce needs. I think as we see 
more students come through the system 
they won’t necessarily be able to choose 
only the areas that are most attractive 
to them, they’ll be encouraged to go into 
other areas as well.”

It’s going to be a busy campaign trail 
for Carmel with, at the time of going 
to print, Labor set to roll-out more of 
their health policy in the lead-up to the 
election. “It’s ultimately up to the people 
of Marrickville to decide whether they 
want to give me another opportunity 
to represent them in the Parliament. I 
hope they do and I’ll be working as hard 
as I can up until the 26th of March to 
convince them they should but it’s their 
decision in the end.”


