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Health service failing homeless ��Lucy Ward, political correspondent�Tuesday December 17, 2002�The Guardian <http://www.guardian.co.uk/> ��The government stands accused of failing to ensure that homeless people receive adequate health care after a report published by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister found services for rough sleepers are badly coordinated and ineffective. 


The study, for the government's homelessness directorate, is the second in a week to identify fundamental problems with health provision for the homeless. 


A summary of its findings was published quietly last week by John Prescott's department after questions from the Liberal Democrats, who last night accused the government of "failing to build the crucial link between homeless people and public health services". 


The report, commissioned in 2000 and produced by Sian Griffiths, senior fellow in public health at Oxford University, concludes that "the health needs of rough sleepers are not currently being met in a systematic and effective way". 


It finds that, while many policies and initiatives could help rough sleepers, the NHS and rough sleeper services are not sharing information and working together. 


Rough sleepers suffer generally poor physical health, with higher rates of TB and hepatitis than the general population, more acute mental health problems and high rates of alcohol and hard drug abuse. 


But only 35% of the health improvement plans being drawn up by primary care trusts mention rough sleepers, with 79% of those not referring to them saying they did not intend to include them in future. 


The study also found that GPs are often reluctant to register homeless people since they may be absent by the time of an annual audit used to calculate patient numbers and surgery funding. 


Last night, the charity Crisis, whose own study found that thousands of rough sleepers were being denied access to family doctors, said the study backed up its concerns over the lack of integration between specialist services for the homeless and mainstream provision of health care. 


A spokesman for the Office of Deputy Prime Minister last night said the findings would feed into the Department of Health's review of health inequalities.





