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Commit to Eradicating TB and Health Inequalities:   
FEANTSA Message to Riga European Ministerial Conference on Tuberculosis 

On the occasion of the first European Ministerial conference on tuberculosis organized by the Latvian Presidency, FEANTSA 

draws attention to the health inequalities that persist today in Europe allowing the spread of tuberculosis among the poor-

est and most vulnerable in society, homeless people.  

Homeless people are at particular risk of developing tuberculosis (TB) in both low income and high income countries.  In 
the latter, TB infection rates among homeless people are often 20 times higher than among the general population.1  
Homeless people are more likely to be exposed to transmission in such overcrowded settings as hostels and shelters.  In 
addition, very often malnutrition, sleeping rough in the cold and problematic alcohol and drug use contribute to the devel-
opment of the disease.  
 
TB is a communicable disease that affects homeless people, yet, strong barriers to detection and treatment of TB exist 
among this group.  One barrier to their access to health care includes a lack of knowledge about health services and their 
entitlements as patients.  Another common obstacle is financial: the high cost of health care. In addition, distrust of the 
health care system and staff is a particularly significant access barrier for people who are homeless and feel unwelcome in 
health care settings, due to the stigma and discrimination they can face there.  Those who are diagnosed often do not re-
ceive treatment that is adapted to their needs.  As a result, treatment compliance and health outcomes are poor and mor-
tality rates, often related to the presence of several health conditions at once, are high. It also often leads to frequent and 
long term hospitalisation resulting in higher health care expenditure.  
 
There are examples of efficient, patient-centered, community based, cost-effective interventions for homeless people with 
TB.  One such service is the Find and Treat programme in the UK which spans the TB pathway from detection to diagnosis 
and onward care.   To find TB cases early, Find and Treat raises awareness among service users and frontline professionals 
and screens almost 10,000 high risk people every year using a mobile digital X-ray unit. Another innovative aspect of this 
service is the involvement of a peer worker who is part of the multidisciplinary team along with specialist nurses and social 
workers.  The peer workers, who have experienced homelessness, relate better to other service users, increase screening 
uptake, support people to continue treatment, improve awareness and tackle stigma.  
 
TB is declining worldwide and there are ambitions to eliminate it entirely.  Yet, over 60,000 people still contract TB in the 
European Union every year.2 We know that TB remains a disease related to poverty and inequality and its elimination is 
only possible if the underlying conditions of poverty that contribute to the disease are addressed and particular attention 
is paid to the needs of vulnerable groups in society.   
 
The high level conference in Riga is a crucial opportunity to show political commitment to strengthening the response to 
TB and to improve accessibility of care and close the health gap that continues to exist between different social groups.  

Notes for Editors: 

1. FEANTSA is the European Federation of National Organisations working with the Homeless.  It is an umbrella of not-for-profit organisations which 

participate in or contribute to the fight against homelessness in Europe.  www.feantsa.org 

2. 1st Eastern Partnership Ministerial Conference on Tuberculosis and Multidrug Resistant Tuberculosis http://www.euro.who.int/en/media-centre/events/

events/2015/03/1st-eastern-partnership-ministerial-conference-on-tuberculosis-and-multidrug-resistant-tuberculosis  

For comment, please contact Freek Spinnewijn, FEANTSA Director freek.spinnewijn@feantsa.org or +32 2 538 66 69 
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