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Physicians Are Taking Health Care to the Streets
B Y  M A RY  E L L E N  S C H N E I D E R

Ne w York Bureau

Dr. Jim Withers is a familiar sight on
the nighttime streets of Pitts-
burgh. That’s because for the last

15 years he’s been leaving the hospital be-
hind to seek out unsheltered homeless
people in need of medical attention.

When he started in 1992, dressed down
and carrying a small backpack of medical
supplies, he had to work hard to earn the
trust of the homeless individuals he met.
Today he’s well known among his pa-
tients, and the reputation of his pro-
gram—Operation Safety Net—has grown
across the country and around the world. 

In October, Dr. Withers will be among
a group of physicians and nurses from the
United States, Europe, and Asia who will
gather in Houston for the third annual In-
ternational Street Medicine Symposium.
The meeting, sponsored by Glaxo-
SmithKline Inc. and the Robert Wood
Johnson Foundation, aims to bring to-
gether health care providers who care for
the hard-to-reach group known as the un-
sheltered homeless. 

The meeting is a chance for street med-
icine providers to compare notes and swap
ideas about fund-raising, outreach, and
malpractice coverage. 

The field is “growing very rapidly,” said
Dr. Withers, who, in addition to his role
as director of Operation Safety Net, teach-
es internal medicine at Mercy Hospital in
Pittsburgh.

Operation Safety Net has been the in-
spiration for programs in other cities.
When it began in 1992, Dr. Withers was
its sole physician. Interested in reaching
out to the homeless population not being

housed in shelters, he teamed
up with a formerly homeless
man who made frequent trips
back to the street to distribute
sleeping bags and sandwiches. 

With this entrée into the
community, Dr. Withers began
to offer his medical services. “I
really had this vision of going
and getting out under the
bridges,” he said. 

Months went by before he fi-
nally confessed his nighttime
efforts to the CEO of his hos-
pital. To his surprise, she em-
braced the idea immediately
and sought to find ways that
the hospital could aid his pro-
ject. With that official backing,
Dr. Withers quickly expanded his efforts
with more volunteers and even a pro-
gram administrator to keep things run-
ning at the office. 

Out on the street, many medical needs
can be met immediately, he said. For ex-
ample, Dr. Withers and his team often
treat wounds and burns, provide antibi-
otics, perform general skin care, and offer
other services. “There’s a huge amount of
hypertension on the streets,” he said. 

But although there’s a lot he can do for
his homeless patients on the spot, the idea
is not to be their only source of care, Dr.
Withers said. 

The goal is always to move people into
more traditional health care settings,
agreed Dr. Noemi “Mimi” Doohan, codi-
rector of Doctors Without Walls in Santa
Barbara, Calif. 

“We’re always sticking to the principle
that every person should have a personal
medical home,” she said. 

Dr. Doohan, a family physician who
cofounded the Santa Barbara program
with internist Dr. Dennis Baker, modeled
her program on the work being done by
Dr. Withers in Pittsburgh. 

Doctors Without Walls began in 2005
and includes not only street medicine, but
also care to the homeless in shelters, in the
hospital, and at respite sites. So far, Dr.
Doohan and her team of volunteers have
focused on the Isla Vista neighborhood,
considered something of a student ghet-
to with a stable, unsheltered, chronic
homeless population. 

The neighborhood already has an excel-
lent not-for-profit clinic, so Dr. Doohan and
her team don’t try to duplicate those ser-
vices. Instead, they go out into the streets
to identify homeless people in need of
medical care and walk them into the clinic
where they can receive that care; if need-
ed, they arrange for transfer to higher lev-
els of care. This year, they plan to expand

the program into areas farther
away from the clinic and to pro-
vide care on the street. 

One of the keys to their
success has been working
with the existing programs
and agencies that provide ser-
vices to the homeless, she
said. Dr. Doohan and her
team can provide more mo-
bile and flexible care, but they
try to ensure that their ser-
vices build on what is already
available. “We’re trying to fill
in the gaps,” she said.

Since 2005, the program has
survived on a shoestring bud-
get and the work of its com-
pletely voluntary staff. 

But one of the challenges the program
has faced is a sense among local physicians
that there aren’t medical volunteer op-
portunities in their own hometown. Dr.
Doohan is trying to get the message out
that working with the homeless can be as
rewarding as going to a distant disaster
area.“We look at homelessness as a chron-
ic disaster.”

For those involved, the time can be very
rewarding. “It’s very inspiring work,” Dr.
Doohan said. “It reminds us of why we
got into medicine in the first place.”

There are a number of challenges to
providing care on the street, from record
keeping to obtaining malpractice cover-
age, but Dr. Withers said he has found that
many of his volunteers like to do it sim-
ply because it’s rewarding. ■

For more information about street medicine
programs or the International Street Medicine
Symposium, visit www.streetmedicine.org. 

Dr. Jim Withers (left) brings medicine to the streets as part of
Operation Safety Net, an outreach program for the homeless.
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FELLOWSHIP

Cosmetic Dermatologic Surgery Fellowship
UC San Francisco

July 1, 2008 - June 30, 2009
A one year work-study preceptorship in Cosmetic Dermatologic Surgery is now in its 9th year.
It provides supervised training by Richard G. Glogau, M.D., Roy C. Grekin, M.D., and Isaac
Neuhaus, M.D. and Siegrid Yu, M.D. in a program internationally renowned for its surgical fac-
ulty and clinical expertise. The Fellow receives an adjunct appointment at University of Califor-
nia, San Francisco as a post-doctoral fellow combined with intensive private practice and uni-
versity practice exposure to cutting edge developments in cosmetic dermatology, soft-
tissue augmentation, liposuction surgery, hair transplantation, sclerotherapy, skin resurfacing
for photoaging, and all current laser modalities. Fellows become well versed in the operation of
a high profile cosmetic dermatology practice including proper staffing, employee training, and
internal marketing strategies.

Requirements: Board certified by the American Board of Dermatology or Board eligible for exam
given in summer 2009. Eligible for California license. Favorable medical malpractice record. Rec-
ommendations required.

Benefits: Salary $50,000 annual, with health insurance, disability insurance, malpractice
insurance, two weeks vacation, and all expenses paid to attend several medical educational
meetings throughout the year.

Interested candidates reply to
350 Parnassus Ave., Suite 400
San Francisco, CA 94117-3685

telephone 415-564-1261, or by fax to 415-564-1967
or email to rglogau@aol.com

Further information can be obtained from the website: www.sfderm.com

LABORATORIES

LOW-COST SLIDE PREPARATION
Borsting Laboratories, Inc. is a Histopathology Laboratory that has been processing dermato-
logical specimens for more than 40 years. We are currently serving several hundred dermatol-
ogists throughout the United States. All supplies are free and we offer next day delivery via DHL
Express at no charge to your clinic. Our turnaround time is less than 24 hours.

We provide the highest quality slides while maintaining the lowest cost per H/E slide and
special stain than any other laboratory.

PS. For a price list and our free Mailing Kit, call our Toll - Free line at 800-982-
1336.
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