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

CMO14: Heating your home safely

          

We all depend on gas, electric and solid fuel fires and central heating systems to keep us warm during our cold, wet winters. However some of the most common accidents in the home result from heating appliances and fires.  If you want to stay safe and sound this winter, it is worth checking that keeping your home warm is not putting you at risk.  Taking action to prevent accidents in the home is one way you can contribute to Health Challenge Wales, the national focus for action to improve health and well-being.

Carbon monoxide 

Carbon monoxide is a poisonous gas created by heaters that burn gas, coal, wood or oil. It can build up if your heater is not working correctly, your chimney or flue is blocked, or your room is not adequately ventilated. It is known as 'The Silent Killer' because it is odourless, colourless and tasteless. Almost40 per cent of fatal accidents involve the over 65s.  

Although it is difficult to detect, look out for warning signs such as a gas flames burning yellow or orange instead of blue; sooty stains appearing above appliances or coal or wood fires burning slowly or going out.  You may also have symptoms of drowsiness, headaches, nausea and chest pains.  To help prevent carbon monoxide poisoning, all heating appliances should be serviced annually and chimneys and flues should be swept twice a year. Carbon monoxide detectors are inexpensive so it’s worth getting one fitted (buy a mains-powered detector from DIY outlets).

Gas and electricity

Never try to install or repair heating appliances yourself - it can be dangerous, and in the case of gas appliances, it is illegal (you must be CORGI registered).  If you smell gas, check appliances for leaks and open doors and windows. Never switch lights on or off; smoke or use a match or candle. If you can still smell gas, call the Transco Gas Emergency line free on 0800 111 999.  If electrical equipment cuts out continually or gives off a strange smell; or if a plug feels warm, switch off immediately and get it checked by a qualified electrician. People who are over 65, or have a disability, chronic illness, sight or hearing difficulties can receive a free annual gas and safety check from the Priority Service Register provided by gas and electricity suppliers (call 08459 06 07 08 or typetalk 18001 08459 06 07 08 for information).

Fires
House fires are often caused by momentary carelessness - leaving a heater too close to bed clothes or catching a sleeve in a fire.  Never sit too close to an open fire and always use a fire guard – more than four-fifths of the fatalities caused by burning clothes occur in people over 60.  If your clothes do catch fire, lie down and roll around in a heavy coat or blanket to smother the flames.  Never leave candles unattended.  If you smoke, always stub out your cigarette in a deep ashtray and never smoke in bed.  Install a smoke detector in a suitable place and test it regularly (flashing or vibrating detectors are now available in case you are unable to hear a standard alarm).

Electric blankets

Old or damaged electric blankets cause around 5000 fires every year.  Older people are much more likely to use an electric blanket and are therefore most at risk.  Blankets should be tested every three years and should be replaced if the fabric is frayed or scorched, or if the electrics are worn or loose.  They should never be used with a hot water bottle, or if they are wet or creased.  Always remember to turn your blanket off before you get into bed.

If you want to stay warm and safe this winter, then it pays to safeguard your home and your heating appliances.  However it’s also important to know what to do in an emergency.  Make sure that you know where to turn off the electricity, gas and water supplies.  It may also help if you know how to give basic first aid.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Which heating appliances carry the greatest risk of carbon monoxide poisoning?

A: Electric heaters cause the most incidents, deaths and injuries. Gas, solid fuel and LPG (liquid petroleum gas) space heaters are also hazardous. Oil and paraffin heaters carry a high risk but their use has fallen considerably over the past 20 years.


Q: Is it OK to buy second hand appliances?

A: Never buy second hand electric blankets, and only buy heating appliances from a reputable outlet.  Retailers have a legal responsibility to make sure that second hand goods are safe, (market traders and car boot sales may avoid safety laws), so ensure that a qualified person has carried out checks. Remember to ask for the original instruction booklet about safe use, installation and servicing.  

Q: Is it safer to use a tea light?

A: According to the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), sales of tea lights (or night lights) have doubled in the past five years. The same safety guidance applies to all candles: never leave them unattended or burning while you are asleep; always use a proper holder and don't place them on the carpet or other flammable surfaces. Tea lights should always be placed in a heat proof container as the base can become hot enough to cause fires.

Would it be worth mentioning that you can buy little electric night lights which you just plug into an ordinary wall socket and leave switched on. They come on by themselves when its dark and use hardly any electricity.
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.

