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Healthwatch Cheshire East and Healthwatch Cheshire West 
and Chester undertake continuous engagement activities 
with the public to hear about concerns and compliments 
regarding Health and Care services. Alongside our regular 
engagement activity, we aim to research and raise 
awareness of the issues particularly affecting seldom heard 
groups. 
  
As a result of feedback highlighting the challenges and 
barriers members of the boating community based in 
Cheshire experience in accessing health and care support and services, we undertook a project 
from November 2017 to February 2018 connecting with them to better understand the issues. In 
March 2018 we produced a report that detailed our findings. This report outlines the impact of our 
findings and how the issues raised are beginning to be addressed across Cheshire. 
 

The boating community are people who live on canal boats. There are over 5,000 people in the UK 
who describe themselves as part of the boater community. Some boaters moor up at particular 
marinas for long periods of time, although there are time regulations which only allow mooring for 
a maximum of 10 months and so prevent boats being permanently moored all year round. Other 
boaters have no fixed address and often sail between different marinas throughout the country, 
mooring at different locations every 14 days. The nature of this lifestyle means that people can 
often become reasonably isolated due to living on long stretches of canals, and so form strong 
communities with fellow boaters. 
 

 
The Canal & River Trust (CRT) is a national charity that looks after Britain’s waterways. They 
maintain 2,000 miles of canals and rivers; a network of bridges; embankments; towpaths; 
aqueducts; docks; and reservoirs. The Trust holds a record of all boats registered on the waterways 
but not of the people who live on them. The Trust’s actions and developments have a significant 
impact on boaters through maintenance of infrastructure. For example, a well-maintained path can 
make a boat more accessible to people from health and care services who may need to visit a 
boater. Whilst the Trust is not directly responsible for boaters, they do have a specialist Welfare 
Officer nationally who looks to help and signpost boaters who may be in need of assistance regarding 
their health and wellbeing. 
 
The Waterways Chaplaincy is an independent charity providing care for boaters experiencing Health 
and Social Care issues. Their primary focus is to proactively reach out to people in need on the 
canals. They are now extending into the North West with a Senior Waterways Chaplain being 
appointed. Waterways Chaplains are trained volunteers who walk the towpaths alongside canals in 
pairs within a certain geographical area to find out if any boaters need help. The Chaplains are 
connected to their local communities and aim to both respond to referrals, and to assist boaters in 
need. Healthwatch has worked alongside the Canal & River Trust Welfare Officer and the local 
Waterways Chaplain within Cheshire for this project. 
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From November 2017 through to February 2018, we engaged with the boating community across 
Cheshire East and Cheshire West and Chester to find out their experiences of accessing health and 
care. This research began with discussions with the CRT and the North West Senior Waterways 
Chaplain, Andy Taylor, to explore the sort of issues faced by the boating community and to 
understand how to best engage with them. A survey was then devised to provide a framework 
around which we could hold conversations with boaters. This was purposely designed to be as broad 
and open-ended as possible to encourage respondents to tell us more about their experiences and 
issues. 

 
In order to achieve survey responses, Healthwatch staff and 
volunteers visited various canals and marinas across Cheshire 
East and Cheshire West and Chester and found conditions to get 
to boaters moored up often proved problematic. They 
experienced difficulties with slippery footpaths, muddy banks, 
and locked gates. Four discussion events for boaters to attend 
were arranged at community venues in Middlewich, Nantwich, 
Anderton and Chester to tell us more about their experiences. In 
total we captured feedback from 23 people. 
 

 

• Whilst many people we spoke to that lived in marinas or on the canals seemed to receive 
good support from GPs with people being able to register at practices without any issue, we 
did find some people had experienced difficulty in registering at certain GP Practices due 
to postcode issues. 

• Boaters we spoke to had largely experienced no difficulties with accessing hospitals and 
pharmacies due to the nature of these services not requiring registration or permanent 
postcodes, however several noted that they would like improvements in the way in which 
repeat prescriptions are organised. Difficulties come when people are registered as 
temporary residents and need to move to other locations. 

• People find accessing NHS Dentists difficult due to not being able to register without 
postcodes. Some would rather pay for private treatment as they find it easier. 

• Boaters gave suggestions as to how access to health and care could be improved via stronger 
information provision including signage at key points along the canals indicating local 
services and how to access them, leaflets and online information regarding emergency 
numbers, local GP Practices that will accept boaters as patients, and other support 
information. 

• The majority of the people we spoke with had not had experience of social care, whether 
this was simply because they have not required it or because they are not aware of how to 
access it was not determined at this stage.  
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Healthwatch Cheshire East and Healthwatch Cheshire West and Chester staff and volunteers 
attempted to reach as many boaters as possible in difficult conditions which impacted on the 
accessibility of canals and footpaths. It can be seen why many boaters in isolated situations may 
struggle to be aware of the health and care services local to that area, and also how emergency 
services may struggle to reach people as they are only directed by codes on telegraph poles. 
 
One of the main issues Healthwatch had was in accessing people moored along the canal side; they 
seem to live in small communities where they offer each other support. We were told by various 
people along the canals that winter is a particularly difficult time to reach boaters, with many 
people having moored up for the winter and parts of the canals being closed for maintenance.This 
means that less people tend to be on the canals; 300 boats on the canal system over winter was 
the figure quoted by the canal’s service boat. With this in mind it could be useful to continue this 
project in the summer months to increase the number of respondents. 

 
When Healthwatch first met with the Senior Waterways Chaplain in the North West, he was 
concerned about the boating community not being able to access healthcare particularly at GP 
Practices where the Chaplain had been told some boaters were unable to register because they did 
not have a postcode. 
 
During the project, Healthwatch found that people who are moored at a marina can use the 
marina’s address and postcode to register, although many marinas only allow people to stay for 10 
months of the year, meaning that people have to visit relatives or constantly cruise for the other 
two months of the year. 
 
The information that we collated does indicate that although at some GP Practices there are no 
real issues with registration, some Practices are not willing to take people who do not have a 
postcode or address. Some boaters suggested that there needs to be more awareness in the health 
system of the needs of boaters and the NHS guidelines around temporary residency. It was noted 
that because of this some people feel that they are not treated on an equal level to people who 
have a permanent address. Another theme raised was access to repeat prescriptions which can 
prove difficult with people often moving around areas, they would like to see a system put in place 
to cater for this. 
 
Experience of access to hospitals, as well as minor ailments treatment at pharmacies, was generally 
positive because there is no requirement to register or have a fixed postcode to gain treatment. 
People did though tend to find dental treatment difficult to access for a similar reason to that of 
GP Surgeries, namely registration and the need for a fixed postcode. This has led to some people 
paying for private dentists as they consider it easier to access than NHS services. 
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A common theme raised by boaters we spoke to was that more information needed to be provided 
to them around health and care access, for example with signs in key areas along the canal system 
that provide emergency numbers, local GP Surgeries, dentists, etc. Other ideas included laminated 
cards with telephone numbers and lists of local GP Surgeries that are happy to take boaters as 
patients or temporary residents. 
 
The majority of people we spoke to had no experience of using Social Care. This suggests either 
that they have not needed to access it or that there is not enough awareness amongst the boating 
community to pursue it. Various people we spoke to did though have issues in accessing benefits 
and welfare, which could have implications on their need to use services in the future. 
 
In all, we found that the experience of boaters in accessing Health and Care is mixed, with no 
particular geographical theme. There are some GP Practices that will allow boaters to register with 
no issues either permanently, or as a temporary resident using the postcode of the marina in which 
they are moored. There are however GP Practices that have been awkward in allowing people to 
register and in some cases have prevented people from doing so. 
 
It appears that more clarity is needed across the board as to which GP Practices will register boaters 
as patients and the rulings around temporary residents. Boaters do not feel that there is currently 
enough awareness of their needs as a community in the health service. An increase in this awareness 
would in turn allow for more information to be provided to communities about the healthcare they 
can access and who to contact, and also allow procedures to be put in place to help with issues 
such as accessing repeat prescriptions. 
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Following its publication on the Healthwatch Cheshire East and Healthwatch Cheshire West and 

Chester websites, and awareness raising of the report via social media, the March 2018 report was 

directly sent to: 

• NHS West Cheshire Clinical Commissioning Group 

• NHS Vale Royal Clinical Commissioning Group 

• NHS South Cheshire Clinical Commissioning Group 

• NHS Eastern Cheshire Clinical Commissioning Group 

• Cheshire West and Chester Council 

• Cheshire East Council 

• Canal and River Trust 

• North West Waterways Chaplaincy 

The dissemination of this report to all of the above ensured that the issues and experiences of the 

boating community in accessing health and care were presented to the appropriate local NHS and 

local authority service providers. The report was then treated as a foundation for discussion around 

how issues raised could be addressed to improve the experience of the boating community. This 

led to a meeting between stakeholders from the boating community and service providers. 

An initial meeting to discuss the report and its findings took 

place at the National Waterways Museum in Ellesmere Port 

on 12th February 2019. Facilitated by Healthwatch, this 

meeting brought together the key stakeholders of the 

boating community with service providers and 

commissioners from the NHS and local authorities for the 

first time. 

Representatives of all organisations who directly received 

the original report were invited to attend. Attendees at this 

meeting were Healthwatch Cheshire East and Healthwatch 

Cheshire West, representatives from the Canal and River 

Trust, Cheshire West and Chester Council, NHS West 

Cheshire Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG) and the North 

West Waterways Chaplaincy. Apologies were received from 

NHS South Cheshire and Vale Royal CCGs, who indicated they would include information arising 

from the meeting at a future Primary Care Commissioning Committee. 

The outline and main findings of the report were discussed including: 

• The difficulties of accessing health or care when Boaters do not have a postcode. 

• Obtaining prescriptions and repeat prescriptions from GP Practices. 

• Issues of access for emergency services. 

• Access to public transport for health visits. 
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• The requirements around the Canal and Rivers Trust licensing that limits the length of time 

a boat can remain in any one area. 

• Difficulties for services in locating boats moored on towpaths. 

• Access to social care services such as mental health services provided by the local authority. 

The Canal and River Trust gave a presentation regarding national initiatives in other areas. These 

included several challenging case studies from across the country. The presentation also broke 

down the Boater community in terms of age, gender and disability. It focused on the fact that a 

large proportion of the Boater community were between the ages of 55 and 74 (67% of boaters). By 

far the largest proportion nationally of the community were males (73%). Nearly one in five 

considered they had a disability against the national population where 16.6% considered they had 

a disability. 

A roundtable discussion took place regarding the report and the case studies presentation. It was 

felt that the case studies presentation gave a compelling insight to the problems facing the Boater 

community and the solutions adopted by other areas of the country. It was agreed by all the 

members that a similar presentation which reflected the issues faced locally by the Boater 

community in Cheshire, as well as the numbers of people affected, might have a bigger impact in 

justifying the need for a multi-agency approach to supporting the Boater community’s access to 

health and care. 

 

 

The Waterways Chaplaincy began working in Hertfordshire in 2009 and has 

since increased its presence along the national canal network. There are 

now more than 80 volunteer Waterways Chaplains (WWCs) along many 

canals across England and Wales. The work of the WWCs is to engage with 

the canal community, especially with the vulnerable boaters. Those of 

greatest concern are those termed Continuous Cruisers (CCs). This means that they usually have no 

residential mooring and by that have no postcode nor fixed address.   

Typically CCs have a demographic profile that means that requiring medical intervention becomes 

increasingly necessary. The experience of WWCs across the country is that apart from accessing 

short-term emergency treatment at GP surgeries any requirement for long-term medical support 

has been refused, most commonly at surgery reception desks. 

Numerous attempts had been made by WWCs to engage with the NHS trusts in a variety of parts of 

the country without any sustainable engagement with the issues being achieved. A chance meeting 

with a Healthwatch Cheshire Community Engagement and Project Officer at a canalside festival at 

Winsford in September 2017 has resulted in this project. 

In a relatively short period a full research project was approved, and over that winter a survey and 

focus groups were arranged and carried out. The survey achieved a 10 percent response from the 

estimated target population. The survey results and the feedback from the focus group meetings 

provided the first clearly defined account of the boater access issues. 

The resulting report clearly identifies the issues and proposes outcomes to address them for CCs in 

the Cheshire region and subsequently it is anticipated nationwide. The personnel of the Canal & 
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River Trust and WWC are in the process becoming more aware of the Healthwatch role across the 

country. 

At this time the project is working to raise the issues found with local CCGs and those Local 

Authority officers concerned with the welfare of vulnerable people. One of the main outcomes 

anticipated is the development of materials supplementing the report which can be used to engage 

with the managers and staff of surgeries directly associated with the canal community, so that their 

understanding of boater rights can be revised. These materials are likely to be in the form of a 

letter of introduction and guided information which can be delivered, potentially, by hand to GP 

Practices by WWCs and CRT staff. Once engaged then it would be arranged for poster information 

to be located at critical canalside locations to inform CCs.   

It is anticipated that these materials would be trialled in Cheshire along the Shropshire Union and 

Trent and Mersey canals and then offered to the other regions of both CRT and WWC. 

The work and partnership that has grown, and continues to flourish, within this project will result 

in many doors being opened to the long term benefit of the underrepresented group of the canal 

boaters. 

I was introduced to Healthwatch Cheshire by Andrew Taylor of the Waterways 
Chaplaincy and from the first meeting where we discussed the barriers that 
people living on boats face, to the current project work to address this, I have 
been very impressed throughout. 
 
The meetings are always productive, engaging and have the right people in 
attendance. It feels like the concerns raised are listened to and there is a 
proactive approach to address these concerns and make like better for 
boaters. 
 

I look forward to continuing our partnership work into the future and seeing how these initiatives 
help improve lives. 
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The meeting on 12th February 2019 saw various suggestions and future commitments made to ensure 

that there is ongoing dialogue and progress between stakeholders from the boating community and 

NHS and local authority service providers. These included: 

• A commitment to regular meetings between stakeholders and service providers at various 

locations throughout Cheshire, to be facilitated in the first instance by Healthwatch 

Cheshire East and Healthwatch Cheshire West. 

 

• NHS West Cheshire CCG have arranged for the first of these meetings to take place in April 

2019 in Nantwich. Representatives from NHS Vale Royal CCG, NHS South Cheshire CCG, NHS 

Eastern Cheshire CCG will be invited, as well as Cheshire West and Chester Council and 

Cheshire East Council representatives. The Waterways Chaplaincy, Healthwatch Cheshire 

East, Healthwatch Cheshire West and the Canal and River Trust will also be in attendance. 

 

• Cheshire West and Chester Council to liaise with and provide information for the Waterways 

Chaplaincy to pass onto Boaters. 

 

• The Canal and River Trust, Cheshire West and Chester Council and the Waterways Chaplaincy 

to look at potential partnership working when visiting Boaters. 

 

• The Canal and River Trust to produce statistics and a presentation specific to Cheshire for 

a subsequent meeting, so that all parties are aware of the numbers and logistics involved in 

supporting the Boater community. 

 

• NHS West Cheshire CCG to feedback to subsequent meetings on any initiatives in Cheshire 

that are related to health and care issues for hard to reach groups. 

 


