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Homeless suffer for want of a GP ��John Carvel, social affairs editor�Monday December 9, 2002�The Guardian <http://www.guardian.co.uk/> ��Thousands of homeless people are stuck in a downward spiral of ill health because they are being denied their right to register with a GP, according to a report today from the housing charity Crisis. 


In a survey of homeless people, it found they were 40 times more likely than other citizens to be without a family doctor. 


Often they relied on hospitals' over-stretched casualty departments at the point when an untreated health problem became an emergency, putting pressure on NHS services that are three times more expensive and usually less appropriate than a GP. 


Shaks Ghosh, the charity's chief executive, called on the government to remind GPs that they could and should register homeless people, using the surgery's address instead of a normal place of abode. 


She said: "Having to go to an A&E when an untreated problem reaches crisis point is no way to access healthcare in the 21st century. Even worse, the treatment received can be rendered useless if a homeless person is discharged into a filthy squat, a damp B&B room, or back on to the streets, with no one to take care of them." 


The charity interviewed 100 homeless people in London and found 55% had no contact with a GP in the past year, but 80% used A&E, and 10% used it at least once a month. 


Among the homeless, 37% were not registered with a GP, compared with about 1% in a Mori poll of the population as a whole. The homeless were five times more likely to have had difficulty registering with a GP or staying on a GP's list. 


In a further Mori poll of GPs across Britain, four out five acknowledged that it was difficult for a homeless person to register with a family doctor. 


The charity said homeless people were eight times more likely to suffer from mental ill-health, and 25 times more likely to have TB. Other potential problems included high levels of addiction, epilepsy, and diabetes. It has been estimated there are 400,000 homeless in Britain, including those in hostels and sleeping on friends' floors, as well as those sleeping rough. 


Ms Ghosh said: "Until their health improves, homelessness cannot be solved. The government needs to take leadership by ensuring that all homeless people get the support they need to permanently register with a GP." 


The Royal College of General Practitioners agreed that many surgeries were not aware of rules allowing homeless people to register. 


"They can quite legitimately register by using the surgery's address instead. However it is important to point out that many doctors are not taking on new patients, with or without an address, because there is a major GP workforce crisis," the college said. 





