
The MJ Awards Community Heroes 
Derby City Council (2188 words) 

“If we didn’t have Tracy, we’d be dead!” 

The Community Paramedic 
Tracy Cunningham, in partnership with GP’s, Ambulance staff, Derby City Council and Safe Space at 

Derby City Mission, has transformed the health and lives of those affected by homelessness and 

rough sleeping in Derby through the role of Community Paramedic for Rough Sleepers. The role 

contributes to estimated annual savings within Derby’s healthcare costs of around £335,000 and has 

seen 100s of individuals vaccinated against Covid. 

The new role of Community Paramedic was identified and initially funded by the city’s SafeSpace 

Partnership. Tracy has used her unique, personable style and vital knowledge, to foster relationships 

with a highly complex group of people who are entrenched in rough sleeping and all its related 

issues.  

Even during the Covid-19 pandemic, which posed fresh challenges for so many individuals and 

organisations nationally, Tracy tackled new problems head on. She played a hugely instrumental role 

in helping Derby become national leaders in vaccinating the homeless against Covid-19. With 80%, of 

people considered homeless in Derby, having their first dose and 44% having their second dose of 

the vaccine by May 2021. 

Speaking to those who have had her care, she’s proved to be an instrumental person in the city’s 

response to improve the general health of the homeless population, regularly going above what’s 

required by the role, such as when helping a pregnant woman at the middle of the night when she 

was going into labour.  

Tracy is based out of the unique SafeSpace building - a 24/7 recovery and support venue on the edge 

of the city centre. Her job is to patrol the streets, offering face-to-face health advice and on-street 

medical care to Derby’s homeless and rough sleeper community.  

She moved from her role as a Clinical Navigator in Primary Care, into the Community/SafeSpace 

Paramedic post in 2019. The job was initially resourced through the Government’s Rough Sleeper 

Initiative funding after a successful application by Derby City Council/Derby Homes. 

Impact 
Since starting her role, the overall health of the homeless community in Derby has improved. 

Through her ability to effectively engage with others she has reduced number of ambulance call outs 

in the city centre, contributing to diverting visible homelessness and related anti-social behaviour to 

support services, helping the public feel much safer in the city centre.  

The chart below shows the drastic impact she has had on the health of the homeless community and 

reducing demand of vital emergency services in Derby from March 2019 – August 2021. 

 



 

As of November 2021, the Safe Space paramedic completed an average of 199 health triage 

assessments per month to an average of 79 unique individuals. 

The increase in health assessments by the SafeSpace paramedic has led to an increase in the use of 

primary care (GP) and reduced the use of high-cost emergency services and hospital care. 

Emergency hospital care often ends in self-discharge and prolonged and acute health issues. These 

issues are now picked up before they enter a state of crisis/emergency, through better managed 

care of very complex individuals. 

Comments from the Primary Care GP lead for homeless: 

“Homeless patients need support at their point of contact, not ours. Sadly, patients in this 

cohort also face a negative bias within the NHS and don’t attend appointments/go for blood 

tests or follow up as they feel like they are different and without value.  

“The combination of the unique SafeSpace venue, along with Tracy (SafeSpace paramedic) 

means that a patient doesn’t need to always go to a practice.  

“They can have an online appointment right there at the venue and we can complete regular 

check-ups and pick up issues, for which there are many, early on.  

“This service avoids vulnerable people floating around the NHS system, with often 

discontinued and/or broken care.  

People die very early who are homeless so this service is vital.” 



The Covid-19 pandemic 
Many people who are homeless or sleeping rough are at increased risk of being infected with Covid-

19. This is because of exacerbating underlying conditions, but they also suffer a more serious illness 

from Covid-19 itself.  

In March 2020, the Government asked local authorities to bring in everyone off the streets ‘by the 

end of the week’ to slow the spread of Covid-19 and protect the health of the most vulnerable.  

In response, Derby City Council quickly booked all 100 rooms at a local Holiday Inn Express to allow 

people to maintain social distancing. This initiative helped over 141 unique guests, with daily guest 

numbers settling down to around 45-50 per night.  

During their stay, individuals received enhanced levels of support, with provision of food, a laundry 

service and a 24-hour on-site support service provided by the SafeSpace Partnership and other 

outreach teams.  

More critically, guests also received daily Covid-19 health checks and support from the Community 

Paamedic. It presented a unique opportunity to bring the entire cohort under one roof and be able 

to regularly engage with them about their health. 

Comments from Councillor Roy Webb, Cabinet Member for Adults, Health and Housing: 

“While the virus continues to pose a threat to us all, it remains important that we continue to 

help and support vulnerable people in Derby. Those without a home or who are sleeping 

rough are significantly more likely to have underlying health conditions, including respiratory 

problems, than the wider population.  

“We know that rough sleepers will find it more difficult to follow Public Health England’s 

advice on self-isolation, social distancing and handwashing if there is lack of 

accommodation, so we must help wherever possible.” 

The homeless community were also not listed as a priority group for the Covid vaccination, so GPs 

across Derby wrote to NHS asking for permission to vaccinate the vulnerable group.  

NHS England advised against the request and told GPs to continue vaccinating those listed as priority 

groups by the government. GPs went against this advice, and began vaccinating the homeless 

community, making Derby the first city in the country to have a Homeless Vaccination programme. 

 

The project was led by Derby City GP Dr Raj Komal and the Community Paramedic who both worked 

closely with Derby City Council and SafeSpace at Derby City Mission to reach out to homeless people 

and provide an appropriate setting for the vaccinations. 

Through outreach work and having already gained the trust of Derby’s homeless community, Tracy 

helped make the vaccination programme a success.  

In May 2021 it was reported that out of 300 individuals identified with a history of rough sleeping or 

at risk of return to the streets, 242 (80%) had received at least one dose of the Covid-19 vaccine and 

132 (44%) had already received both vaccine doses.  

Dr Komal said at the time that it was an incredibly rewarding experience and would help the 

individuals and the wider community.  



 “First and foremost this is about protecting these patients, who are vulnerable to infection 

and who we often fail to reach with crucial elements of the healthcare system.  

“They will be safer and healthier as a result. But this is also about the health of the wider 

community, because vaccinating the most vulnerable people helps to stop the virus 

spreading.” 

Comments from Tim Slater, General Manager for Derbyshire at East Midlands Ambulance Service 

(EMAS): 

“EMAS support for such schemes as this in Derbyshire is entering its third year, and 

throughout the last 12 months it has presented new challenges for all. We are really pleased 

to be able to help meet the health needs of vulnerable groups and demonstrate the value of 

the paramedic role within such teams.” 

Kevin, 42, was among those who attended a vaccination clinic, and said he was pleased to have the 

chance to receive his second dose:  

“As you get older, you think about your health more and I wanted to get it.  

“I’ve stayed at the Mission before, and Tracy told me about the vaccines, and I knew I needed 

it. I know a few people who don’t want it, but I need it. I’m really pleased.” 

Building trust 
It took Tracy a while to build the trust of the community. When she first started the role, she would 

walk around the city centre, and no one would speak to her.   

 

In an interview with BBC News, Tracy said: 

“At first it took me six months to find my footfall with them, because they’re quite disengaging with 

anything to do with health. They don’t attend hospital or GP appointments or engage with other 

workers, but since I attended one of them that was having an overdose and I brought that person 

back round, now they’re all “that’s it!”.  

“I’m kind of in with the gang now, sort of. Now, if anyone new comes into the city, they say ‘Go and 

find Tracy. She’ll sort you out.’ 

“Previously they’ve not had anything like this before, so it was hard for them to trust people.” 

There are many reasons why people become homeless and many have issues with poor mental 

health, drink and drugs. These complex issues make them extremely challenging to engage with and 

each person Tracy interacts with requires a personalised, caring and understanding approach. 

Through patience, compassion and perseverance, Tracy has continued to build the trust and 

relationships with the community over the years. Some of them were interviewed for a BBC news 

feature and said: 

‘If we didn’t have Tracy, we’d be dead. There’s a few people whose lives she’s 

actually saved.’ 

‘Because of this lady, I’ve never had to spend a night on the streets. She’s always 

saved my back.’ 



‘She means everything to me, and then some more. She’s worth her weight in 

gold and then some, she’s our little green goddess.’ 

Tracy always goes the extra mile to help the community, often working unsociable hours to ensure 

she is available to those that may need her. She told BBC news of a time when received a phone call 

at 2am from a pregnant girl she was helping to say she was having her baby! Without hesitation, she 

jumped in the car to help and called for an ambulance. 

Working with the city’s wider partnership response to homelessness 
Tracy has developed a new way of responding to and managing the complex needs and health 

related behaviours of individuals within the cohort. She works with local GPs, colleagues within the 

Ambulance Trust, the Emergency Department, Hospital Wards, Community Services and 

safeguarding leads to design pathways that work outside of the norm. 

She works out of both SafeSpace and Milestone House (a Derby Homes managed Council hostel), but 

also out on the streets of Derby delivering outreach work.  

By working closely with multiple organisations through the city’s MARSH (Multi-Agency Rough 

Sleeper Hub) model, she can get her patients access to the services they need much more easily and 

share invaluable information with the organisations that can provide them with the additional 

support they need. 

Tracy is very clear on how valuable the SafeSpace venue and partnership is for her work: 

“SafeSpace means I am able to handover - send individuals there for a shower, a cup of tea 

or even to watch a film and then they are more likely to be ready to access support and 

advice on benefits and housing.  

“It’s so much better having one reliable location where this can all get done. SafeSpace also 

means I can arrange some immediate protection for those who are vulnerable, and I can 

request prioritisation. 

“It’s also the communication hub where we can get messages to and from those who are of 

no fixed abode or rough sleeping. I know if I leave a message for someone, for example about 

a hospital appointment that it will get passed on.  

“We now have many important services running from SafeSpace, without which, those who 

are homeless just would not be able to access, such as dentistry, sexual health, hepatitis C 

and of course Covid-19 vaccines.” 

Funding and savings to the city 
The SafeSpace Paramedic post was initially resourced through the Government’s Rough Sleeper 

Initiative funding, after a successful application by Derby City Council/Derby Homes, but it has now 

been picked up by NHS Derby and Derbyshire Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG), although for day-

to-day management, the role is closest to Derby Homes. 

When considering the funding, the CCG reported that the business case was unequivocal in 

demonstrating the benefits against costs to the system and has even approved funding for an 

additional support role to work alongside Tracy. The post forms a critical part of the Derby City 

Council’s Rough Sleeper Strategy and Action Plan.  

Alongside other aspects of the city’s response to rough sleeping, Tracy and the role of the SafeSpace 

Paramedic contributes to estimated annual savings within Derby’s healthcare costs of around 



£335,000, with the bulk of savings relating to reduced ambulance callouts, Accident & Emergency 

admissions and direct hospital admissions. 

In December 2020, Tracy shared a poem written for her with colleagues and partners that 

highlighted the impact of her role at an individual level. It was written by a woman who was an 

intravenous drug addict and sex worker. Tracy was administering tuberculosis treatment three times 

a week for her. 


