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Background: Opioid Substitution Treatment (OST) seeks to reduce social, economic and health harms 

associated with opioid use. The OST program delivers pharmacotherapy and support services to opioid 

dependent people. Opioid substitutes are schedule eight drugs and require a registered nurse, pharmacist or 

doctor to administer the medication and a second person to witness. In Western New South Wales Local 

Health District (WNSWLHD) 34% of OST clients identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. Most rural 

OST clinics are provided by two acute nurses in Emergency Departments.  

Initial observations of issues revealed; Gaps in cultural security and acute nurse understanding of drug 

dependence & treatment program; Variation in service delivery and OST consumer wait-times; Impact of 

clinics within ward/ED workload and variation in Non-Admitted Patient Occasions of Service (NAPOOS) 

Approach: A quality improvement approach was used. A multi-directorate working party conducted a policy 

review and risk assessment. Guidelines, education and competency for a non-nurse, specifically the 

Aboriginal Health Practitioner, to witness OST medication administration were developed. A trial was 

conducted at Coonabarabran Health Service June-October 2016. Evaluation information was gained via 

interviews with consumers and clinicians. 

Outcomes: OST consumers reported that clinics were more timely, reliable, culturally respectful and 

personal. Clinicians and managers reported improved role satisfaction and recognition of Aboriginal Health 

Practitioner clinical skills, more consistent training/competencies, communication and care-coordination. 

System improvement included increased workforce efficiencies, consistency in service delivery and 

NAPOOS. 

Take Home Message: Rural OST Clinics - Right Care, Right Time, Right Clinician  

Guidelines have been approved by NSW Nurses and Midwives Association, Health Services Union, NSW 

Health Pharmaceutical Branch and ratified by WNSWLHD for implementation in other health facilities. Further 

evaluations of initial reported outcomes will continue as more facilities implement and contribute to our future 

in world class rural health. 

Scope of Practice for Aboriginal Health Practitioners in WNSWLHD now includes witnessing opioid-

substitution medication as an advanced competency.  


