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

CMO15: Being a good winter neighbour

          

This article appears to change half way through from being a good neighbour to first aid advice.  Is this correct?

Christmas week can be a particularly difficult time for people who live alone or are housebound.  People aged 65 and over are twice as likely to spend Christmas alone, but loneliness may not be the only problem they face.  Throughout the festive season, everyday activities such as shopping, traveling by bus or going to a community centre may be disrupted.  

Coping with crowded aisles can be almost impossible for someone with mobility or hearing problems.   Bus services may be reduced and support networks such as day centres or social clubs may be suspended.  Family, friends and neighbours may also be away or too busy to visit at this time which means that help may not be at hand if it is needed. 

So if you have an elderly or housebound neighbour, then it may be a good idea to call in to check up on them every now and then.  Many older people are very independent and able to manage on their own, but may still appreciate an offer of help.  You could do some basic shopping; pick up a prescription; run a few errands or take them the occasional casserole or soup. They may also just welcome a friendly chat.   

Last winter, 1,800 older people in Wales died of preventable cold-related illnesses. If your neighbour has fallen or injured themselves, or been taken ill in their home, they may not have been able to attract attention or let anyone know.  Always be on the look out for indications that there may be a problem, especially when the weather is cold.  Tell tale signs include milk left on the door step or newspapers in the letterbox late in the day; curtains drawn all day or no lights on at night.  

If you suspect someone may be suffering from hypothermia call for medical attention. 

Getting treatment

You should be able to treat minor ailments such as a cough, cold or sore throat effectively yourself.  It’s worth keeping a small supply of paracetemol; decongestants; lozenges; cough mixture and hot lemon based drinks to relieve symptoms.  Your local pharmacist can provide useful advice on selecting the right over-the-counter remedy.  NHS Direct Wales can also provide confidential information and advice.  Call its 24-hour, bilingual service on 0845 46 47 (or textphone number 0845 606 4647 if you are deaf, hard of hearing or have speech difficulties) with details of your symptoms.  

If you think you need medical attention, then you should make an appointment to see your doctor or practice nurse, or ask for the on-call doctor if you require immediate attention.  If it is outside of normal surgery hours and you cannot wait until your surgery reopens to see a doctor, then you will need to call the out of hours service.  Your call will be answered by a health professional who will either give you advice, arrange for a doctor to ring you back or ask you to go to your nearest treatment centre. 

You should only need to go to the hospital Accident and Emergency Department for things such as possible broken bones; cuts needing stitches; eye injuries; severe burns; head injuries or severe nose bleeds. In the case of any emergency dial 999 for an ambulance (this should only be for very serious accidents or falls; breathing problems; chest pains; collapse or unconsciousness; fits or seizures or serious blood loss). 
Frequently asked questions

Q: What is a befriending service?

A: A befriending service offers friendship, companionship and social support. Age Concern provides befriending services, which match an older person who finds themselves alone, with a visitor who will pop in once a week for a friendly chat over a cup of tea.  Befriending helps to build the older person’s confidence and often enables them to make other contacts in the community.  Call your local Age Concern office for more information.
Q. Is there any help available to support people who have been discharged from hospital? 

A. Many people who have just come out of hospital or are getting over an illness require some extra help and support in their own home for a few days or weeks. Age Concern’s Hospital Discharge Service arranges for a Settlement Aide to help with basic tasks such as preparing meals; doing some light housework; doing the shopping or collecting medicines.  They can also just sit and provide some company. The Red Cross also provides Care in the Home volunteers for a similar service (call South and East Wales on 01633 267121 / 267132 or South and West Wales on 01267 237874).
Q: Where can you get an emergency supply of medicine?

A: Your GP surgery is closed over a week-end and on bank holidays, but the GP out-of-hours service may be able to provide you with a prescription for your medicine. Your local pharmacy should be able to provide an emergency supply of your usual medicine to cover you for up to five days, although a charge will be made for this service depending on the medicines required. Remember to check pharmacy opening times (call NHS Direct on 0845 4647 or go to NHS Direct Interactive on digital satellite TV for information).  

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.
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