MAJOR CONFERENCE AIMS TO PUT SOCIAL INCLUSION AT THE HEART OF HEALTH POLICY 
Combat Poverty Calls for Increased Community Participation in Health Service Delivery

The Director of Combat Poverty, Ms. Helen Johnston has said that the link between poverty and health is well established.  “Poorer people get sick more often” she said “and die younger than those who are better off.  This can happen directly through poor health status or indirectly through inadequate housing or poorer environments. Poverty affects peoples’ access to health care and their ability to adopt a healthy lifestyle.”

Ms. Johnston highlighted research which suggests that the links between income inequality and health are clear and that the unhealthiest societies are those where the gap between rich and poor is greatest. She was speaking at Building Healthy Communities, a major conference hosted jointly by Combat Poverty and the Department of Health and Children, today (21 May 2003), in the Royal Hospital, Kilmainham. 
In her opening address to the conference Ms. Johnston stressed the importance of community development in supporting those who experience poverty to have a say in how health services are delivered. “We believe”, she said, “that community participation in building effective responses to poverty and health inequalities would advance the efficiency and effectiveness of public policy, services and programmes.  Their right to do this should be integral to the new National Health Strategy.”

Commenting at the Conference, Dr. Jane Wilde, Director of the Institute of Public Health in Ireland said: “This conference turns a welcome spotlight on the link between poverty and health.  Poverty and inequality threaten our health and social and economic development.  Research from the Institute of Public Health shows almost 6,000 premature deaths each year are due to poverty and inequality. Inequality and poverty are unnecessary. They can be addressed through concentrated social and political action.”

The debate was held against the background of a recent publication, by Combat Poverty of Against all Odds – Family Life on a Low Income in Ireland, a pioneering study based on a detailed investigation of the lives of thirty families in poverty.  

This study found that poor health was quite common among low-income families with one in three highlighting health problems in relation to children. In some cases school attendance was affected.  It was also discovered that many parents suffered from ill-health. 

“This study highlights”, said Ms. Johnston “the need to reduce poverty, deprivation and income inequality which are critical determinants of health. We need to create a better understanding that an individual’s health status is not just a medical issue, but is also a social issue affected by the ready availability of quality housing, education, community and leisure services.

“The state also needs to provide equitable access to adequate and appropriate health care regardless of the citizens’ ability to pay and to target specific initiatives at vulnerable groups experiencing particular problems. 

In this respect, we are calling for universal access to a comprehensive and adequately resourced primary health care service by 2007 and improved eligibility to reformed General Medical Services on the basis of need rather than ability to pay”, she continued.

Ms. Johnston proceeded to welcome the introduction of the Primary Care Strategy but said there was a need to ensure adequate resources are available to allow it to operate effectively and to fulfill its potential.
“In addition to supporting and resourcing community development responses, we see the need for a comprehensive Child Health Programme which will give all children access to health services. Such a programme should include a medical card for all children aged 18 and under, easily accessible health services for low-income families and the establishment of local health services in disadvantaged communities”, Ms. Johnston concluded.

The conference also marked the launch of Combat Poverty’s Programme: Building Healthy Communities: Tackling Poverty and Health Inequalities through Community Development Approaches. 
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