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Key points: 

 The mobile testing unit aims to address and overcome some of the main barriers to 
diagnosis faced by groups who are at risk of hepatitis C 

 Over the last 3 years the van has visited 165 sites, engaged with 3677 people and tested 
1731 people 

 Of those tested at the van over the last 3 years, 8% tested positive for hepatitis C 
antibodies 

 The van can remove barriers to testing, raise awareness in local areas, help improve local 
pathways and decrease pressure on existing services. 

The Hepatitis C Trust’s Testing Van  

An example of good practice in hepatitis C awareness and testing of 
hard-to-reach groups 

 

 
Issues that the project aims to address 
 
The Hepatitis C Trust’s testing van is a ground-breaking project, which aims to address and overcome 
some of the main barriers to diagnosis faced by groups who are at risk from hepatitis C, but who 
currently do not, cannot, or will not access testing through the existing means. These groups include: 
 

 People who use or who have used drugs, in particular those who have injected opiates or 
steroids, snorted cocaine or smoked crack cocaine. 
 

 People who are homeless. 
 

 People from countries with a high prevalence of hepatitis C and people who have received 
medical or dental treatment in these countries. 

 
The numerous barriers that these groups face can include the chaotic lifestyles which they lead, a 
lack of available testing locations, or simply a lack of awareness of hepatitis C. By actively targeting 
these groups and bringing the testing to them in a variety of settings, The Hepatitis C Trust aims to 
increase not only the numbers of people diagnosed with hepatitis C, but also heighten general 
awareness of the virus amongst at risk groups, health professionals and relevant service providers 
such as staff at drugs services.  
 
Overview of the project 
 
The testing van, launched in November 2011 with funding from the Department of Health, will travel 
to anywhere in the UK where there is a large population of people who, without the visit, would be 
unlikely to access testing. It primarily visits services that work with people who use or have used 
drugs, services that work with homeless people, and community centres and organisations that work 
with people from high prevalence countries. Jim Conneely, Outreach Officer at The Hepatitis C Trust, 
is responsible for staffing the van, with the project being managed by Emma Ward, Projects 
Manager at The Hepatitis C Trust.  
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Prior to the day of the visit, Jim engages in a significant amount of preparatory work; working with 
local services (DAATs, public health, local authorities etc.) to map the service user group, plan the 
type of intervention(s) required, discuss the best time(s) to visit, publicise the visit and ensure that 
the requisite referral and support mechanisms are in place for people who test positive. These 
support mechanisms include, for example, working with other charities such as Groundswell to 
provide peer support to all of those tested, or to those who are considering a test. Given that the 
target groups often live chaotic lives and require additional support, peer support is a crucial 
component of the service that the testing van provides. 
 
On the day of the visit, the van offers rapid diagnostics (i.e. oral swab antibody tests) to all those 
with self-identified risk factors (which they do not need to disclose), with results being provided 
within 20 minutes. The fact that results can be given within 20 minutes is an extremely attractive 
proposition to service users; many of whom live chaotic lives and who, without the rapid result, may 
not follow up on the outcome of the test.  
 
In addition to the tests, Jim and other staff (if present) seek to offer advice and information to all 
service users regardless of whether they undertake a test or not, in order to heighten awareness of 
hepatitis C and improve knowledge of risk factors and prevention techniques in order to avoid future 
infection. The van’s visits also serve to act as an awareness-raising tool amongst local services staff, 
for whom hepatitis C is often not seen as ‘core business’ and therefore their levels of knowledge and 
confidence can be low. Through the visits, and through engagement with the staff, their awareness 
and knowledge of hepatitis C increases hugely, allowing them to better advise and support their 
clients. 
 
The Trust’s involvement does not end at the delivery of the test result, however. If a service user 
receives a positive test there is always a clear pathway to secondary care and treatment (if this is 
appropriate for them), and work is done to ensure that the service user is made aware of this 
pathway. If consent is granted, Jim will contact service users’ GPs and/or key workers in order to 
ensure that the requisite support and referral mechanisms are in place to allow them to engage with 
treatment.  
 
Outputs 
 
From the period of 1 April 2011, when the project was launched, until 31 March 2014, the testing 
van has: 
 

 Visited 165 services across the UK (against an original target of 150). 
 

o The majority of these services have been homeless hostels or drugs services, but 
have also included MELAs, community centres and others. 
 

o The majority of these services did not already provide hepatitis C tests to their 
service users, meaning that in the vast majority of locations the van has provided a 
service that would not otherwise have been offered. 

 

 Engaged with 3766 people, raising their awareness and knowledge of hepatitis C. 
 

 Provided hepatitis C tests to 1731 people. 
 

o Of the 1731 people tested, 144 (8%) tested positive for hepatitis C antibodies. 

http://www.hcvaction.org.uk/


HCV Action: Sharing good practice hub  
Case study: The Hepatitis C Trust’s Testing Van  
Published May 2014 
 

For more details or to share your good practice examples see www.hcvaction.org.uk  Page 3 
 

 
o Of the 1731 people tested, 380 had previously had a hepatitis C test however 86 of 

them were unaware of the result. Of these 86 people, 19 (22%) tested positive for 
hepatitis C. 

 
Outcomes 
 

a) Removal of barriers to testing and treatment 
 
The concept of taking testing to people, as opposed to asking people to attend a separate 
service for hepatitis C, is a hugely significant development. The van’s target groups, given 
their often chaotic lifestyles, commonly find it difficult to attend appointments, and 
therefore having quick, easy and convenient access to testing means the van can engage 
with people who may otherwise never access testing. By engaging with these groups, the 
project ensures that groups who are routinely described as ‘hard to reach’ are no longer so.  
 
In the words of one service user, who was homeless and an injecting drug user, “being a 
drug user, you think about it (getting tested for hepatitis C), but you always put it off.” The 
testing van ensures that these groups no longer “put it off”, and offers them a quick and 
accessible testing service at the most convenient location for them. 
 
The peer-led nature of the van also means that a supportive and non-judgemental 
experience is provided to service users, making them more likely to engage in testing and to 
engage with treatment if required or sought. Of the services surveyed by The Hepatitis C 
Trust, 48% said that clients have had a hospital appointment as a direct result of the van’s 
visit to their service. 

 
b) Improved local pathways 

 
In addition to the large numbers of people tested and referred on to secondary care, the van 
has also served to act as a catalyst to improve local pathways from testing to secondary care. 
Of the services that provided The Hepatitis C Trust with outcomes feedback, 30% said that 
the van’s visit had prompted the service to introduce new or improved pathways into testing 
or treatment. Additionally, 69% said that hepatitis C is now more of a priority within their 
service as a result of the van’s visit. 
 
 

c) Increased awareness of hepatitis C 
 
Through working closely with local services and with peer support organisations such as 
Groundswell, the van not only delivers a testing service but also acts as an awareness-raising 
tool; not just amongst the target groups but also amongst staff at the locations that the van 
visits. Increased awareness and knowledge of hepatitis C enables staff to better support 
their clients, and gives them the confidence to provide sound advice and information on 
hepatitis C. 
 
Of the services visited, 69% of services that responded to a request for feedback said that 
people in their service have shown a better knowledge of hepatitis C as a result of the van’s 
visit.  
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d) Decreased pressure on existing services 

 
By offering an alternative means of testing, the van removes some of the burden on the 
existing services, such as GUM and GP clinics that would otherwise be delivering hepatitis C 
testing. This also represents a significant cost saving, as testing is more expensive in clinical 
settings. 
 

e) Cost-effective testing 
 
The groups that the van targets have often previously been tested for hepatitis C, however a 
significant proportion did not return for their results. By targeting and working with groups 
who are considered to be hardest to reach and most at risk, the van can give definitive 
results to a group of people who may be liable to multiple testing, and therefore multiple 
costs.  
 
By increasing the numbers of people tested, the van is also contributing to cost-savings in 
the NHS, by ensuring that people with hepatitis C can begin treatment and reduce the risk of 
liver disease, thereby reducing the potential future burden on the NHS. 
 
 

For more details or to book a van visit in your area, please contact: 
  

Emma Ward, Projects Manager 
The Hepatitis C Trust 
27 Crosby Row, London, SE1 3YD 
020 7089 6220 
emma.ward@hepctrust.org.uk 
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