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The Inquiry had the brief of summarising the evidence of inequalities of health and life expectation in England, identifying trends and making recommendations about future policy development suited to countering such inequality. 

The Report holds a mirror up to our society and the reflection provided is troublesome.  Five social class groupings are outlined - professional, managerial, non-manual skilled, manual skilled, partly skilled and unskilled workers.  In the early 1970s the mortality rate of the last unskilled category was almost twice that of the first professional category.  20 years on it had changed to almost three times higher.

Any moves to improve health are therefore bound to address the need to help move this gap towards convergence.  Such moves parallel those that address economic inequalities and the environment of disadvantaged communities. The Report makes this list of policy areas: 

'Policies which reduce unemployment in areas of social need, those which improve the availability of social housing for families close to their social networks, and the provision of family support services which help parents protect their children from the effects of disadvantage. Freedom from prejudice and discrimination, a respect for individual worth and a sense of belonging to society will help to reduce the manifestations of exclusion, such as crime, violence, self-harm and isolation'.

In the 25 years from 1971 to 1996 the crime rate nearly trebled. In 1996 there was one crime for every 10 people. Crime rates again were spread geographically according to affluence.

The Report is as good a proof as ever given in print that people's health is directly linked to their economic status and social class.  

The first recommendations made are for fairer taxation and uprated benefits. Additional resources for schools serving poorer children, more investment in the training of the long-term unemployed, more social housing for the less well, higher quality public transport, training of health workers in "cultural competency" to offset failure of health care towards ethnic minority groups are some of the other recommendations made.

Other concerns that emerge include excess mortality from accidents and suicide among young men, psychosocial ill health among young single mothers and the plight of older disabled women living alone.  

The final recommendation to the National Health Service is that 'all policies likely to have a direct or indirect effect on health should be evaluated in terms of their impact on health inequalities'.

The Report is an 'eye opener'.  Any Government has the task of making pragmatic adjustments in the name of consensus ideals.  Here the ideal is justice and nothing less.

The Revd. Dr. John Twisleton, Edmonton Area Missioner

