Keep Well This Winter campaign by Dr Tony Jewell, Chief Medical Officer for Wales

CMO12: Winter well being

          

Winter can take its toll on your health, especially in later life, but you can head off potential problems by giving yourself a ‘health MOT’. Organising some basic health check ups will enable you to take action that could keep you fit and well throughout the winter. Protecting health and improving well being are two key themes of Health Challenge Wales, the national focus for action to improve health in Wales.  

Routine testing

Your doctor can carry out a number of health checks that will flag up any potential health problems before they become serious.  Routine testing includes checking weight, cholesterol levels, blood pressure and diabetes.

· Being overweight can lead to increased risk of heart disease as well as lower back and joint pain, breathlessness and sleep problems. Being underweight can also be a sign of an underlying health problem.  Your GP can refer you to a dietician for information on healthy eating and weight loss.

· High cholesterol increases the risk of heart disease. A simple blood test will check cholesterol levels which can then be monitored.

· Blood pressure tends to rise with age and should be checked regularly. If you have high blood pressure you are more at risk of a stroke, heart disease or kidney failure. 

· Diabetes increases the risk of stroke, heart disease, nerve, eye and kidney problems. You should be tested if you’re over 40, especially if you’re overweight, or have a family history of diabetes. People of Asian origin may be particularly at risk.  A urine sample is taken to check for glucose and this may be confirmed with a blood test. 

Medication reviews

If you are taking any medicines then you can make an appointment with your GP to discuss any concerns you may have.  You should have a medication review at least every year if you are 75 or over or are regularly taking prescription medicines or medicine for a long term illness such as asthma, arthritis, diabetes or epilepsy. 

Eyesight, hearing and dental check ups

It is also worth having regular eyesight, hearing and dental check ups.  Call NHS Direct Wales free on 0845 46 47 or visit www.wales.nhs.uk/directory for bilingual information on GP surgeries, opticians, dentists and pharmacies in your area.

· Eye tests not only check whether you need glasses, they can also identify diseases of the eye such as macular degeneration, cataracts and glaucoma that are more common in later life. NHS sight tests are free if you are 60 or over. 

· Hearing loss affects more than half of all people aged60 or over and can seriously affect quality of life.  Your GP can provide hearing tests and may refer you to an audiology clinic or Ear, Nose and Throat (ENT) department if required.

· Oral health can also affect quality of life so it is important to keep your teeth in good condition.  Having healthy teeth and gums will enable you to speak and socialise confidently, as well as letting you eat what you want without discomfort.  Dental checks are free for people aged 60 and over so make sure that you visit your dentist regularly.  

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: How long is someone infectious after a viral infection?

A: Viruses are usually passed on through coughs or sneezes, or by touching an infectious person.  With most viral infections you are infectious for several days before you begin to feel unwell. With the common cold, you are infectious one day before and up to 3 days after symptoms appear.  With flu, it is can be up to 5 days after (although children and people with lowered immune systems may remain infectious for longer). With shingles, you are infectious from when the rash first appears until the last blister has scabbed over.

Q: What's a safe level of drinking?

A: Men can drink 3 to 4 units of alcohol per day, and women 2 to 3 units per day, without serious risk to health.  However alcohol may affect you more quickly if you have a small body frame, if you haven’t eaten or aren’t used to drinking. Women are also affected more quickly than men. A unit of alcohol is equal to half a pint of normal strength lager, cider or bitter or a pub measure (25ml) of spirits or (50ml) fortified wine (such as sherry or port). Remember that measures poured at home tend to be more generous. It’s important to have a few days each week when you don’t drink at all; also do not ‘store up’ units and binge drink.

Q: What’s the best way to take care of your feet?

A: Wash your feet every day and dry thoroughly between your toes to avoid fungal infections such asathlete’s foot.  Use a pumice stone to remove any hard skin (it’s best to do this after bathing when the skin is soft).  Cut straight across each toenail, never down the sides, as this can lead to in-growing nails. Make sure that your shoes fit properly to avoid bunions.  Take particular care if you have diabetes as blood flow problems can lead to nerve damage or ulcers in the feet. Visit a podiatrist or chiropodist regularly so that any problems are found early.

Call Age Concern Cymru and Help the Aged in Wales on 029 2043 1555 or visit www.kwtw.org.uk for more information about the Keep Well This Winter campaign. 

-Ends-

Notes

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.

[image: image1][image: image2][image: image3][image: image4][image: image5][image: image6][image: image7][image: image8][image: image9]
