Keep Well This Winter by Dr Tony Jewell, Chief Medical Officer of Wales
CMO1: Keep Well This Winter Launch
The Welsh Assembly Government launches its annual Keep Well This Winter campaign this week.  Aimed at people aged 65 and over, it provides information on keeping well, warm and safe throughout the winter months. 
Our bodies have to work harder in winter.  We combat the cold by shivering - blood vessels close to keep blood away from the skin and retain heat - but our body temperature control systems become less effective with age.  Falling temperatures and seasonal illnesses such as colds and flu pose a greater threat therefore to older people, who are more at risk of developing hypothermia, pneumonia and bronchitis.  

Accident and injury are another common feature of winter.  The number of slips and trips at home rises dramatically at this time of year.  Faulty heating appliances, blocked flues and damaged electric blankets also cause hundreds of fires and accidents in the home, with almost 40 per cent of fatal accidents involving the over 65s.
However, you can take some active steps to protect your health and prevent accidents this winter.  You can help to fend off winter illness and infection by improving your general health - eating healthily; dressing for warmth and staying active can make a big difference to your physical and mental wellbeing. You can also help to prevent accidents by carrying out some basic safety checks in your home to reduce potential hazards.   
Keeping well
Having a flu jab will help to protect you from catching the flu. Boosting your immune system by eating a well balanced diet will help to fend off other winter illnesses, and keeping active will help to improve your strength and stamina.  Call 0845 606 4050 for a free Health Challenge Wales action pack offering lots of good ideas on eating healthily and staying active. 

Keeping warm
You may be at risk of hypothermia even at relatively mild temperatures, but dressing in several layers of clothing, and having regular hot meals and drinks will help to keep you warm. Making sure that your home is energy efficient will also help to reduce your fuel bills as well as keeping you cosy (18-21 Celsius is a comfortable and safe temperature). 
Keeping safe
Falls, fires and faulty heating appliances contribute to many accidents in the home during winter. Avoid slips and trips by clearing your house of potential hazards – tape down rugs, frayed carpets and trailing wires; fit handrails on stairs and keep your home well lit.  Make sure that your boiler is checked every year and that chimneys are swept, and flues and vents are kept clear.  
The Keep Well This Winter advice may sound simple but thousands of people get caught out every winter.  Call Age Concern Cymru and Help the Aged in Wales on 029 2043 1555 for a copy of the Keep Well This Winter pack which includes a free room thermometer or visit www.kwtw.org.uk for more information.  
Frequently Asked Questions
Q: What is the best way to prevent coughs and colds?

A: Coughs and colds are very common at this time of the year and the best way to protect against them is to keep as fit and active as possible.  Eating a healthy balanced diet will help to boost your immune system and fight off illness (vitamin C, zinc, garlic and calcium-rich foods are particularly at this).  Drink plenty of fluids (aim to drink 3 to 4 pints a day of anything non-alcoholic such as water, juice or tea) and keep warm (don’t sit still for too long). 
Q: Is it safe to use an electric blanket?

A: Blankets that are older than 10 years old do not meet current safety regulation and are more likely to cause a fire.  Your blanket may not be showing signs of wear and tear, and it may even have one of the old BEAB British Safety kitemark (BS 3456), but it should still be replaced.  If you have any doubts you should replace your electric blanket for peace of mind.

Q: What is the safest way for ‘an older person’ to get fit?
A: It is estimated that four out of 10 people aged over 50 do no exercise at all, but doing some moderate exercise twice every week can help to improve strength, stamina, suppleness and mental alertness.  If you haven’t exercised for some time then it is best to start off slowly and build up gradually over the course of a few weeks. Leisure centres offer a range of activities, many of which are specifically tailored for older people, such as tai chi, keep fit or yoga, and swimming is free for the over 60s as part of the Welsh Assembly Government Health Challenge Wales initiative.  Age Concern also runs an Ageing Well initiative which offers information and activities (call local AC office for more information). 
Notes
Campaign:

Keep Well This Winter is a Welsh Assembly Government campaign which provides information and support to people aged 65 and over, to enable them to keep well during the winter months. It runs from September to February and its key themes are Keep Warm, Keep Well and Keep Safe.

Key partners in the campaign are: Age Concern Cymru; Care & Repair Cymru; Eaga Partnership; Energy Saving Trust; Firebrake Wales; Food Standards Agency Wales; NHS Direct Wales; National Public Health Service; RNIB Cymru and Wales Pension Service.  It is further supported by Energywatch Wales; Help the Aged Cymru; Care Forum Wales; Energy Efficiency Advice Centres; Citizens’ Advice Cymru; National Energy Action Wales and RoSPA.

Further details are available throughout the winter on the Keep Well This Winter website www.kwtw.org.uk.
