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

CMO19: Driving safely in winter
          

Driving in winter can be very hazardous and it is important to stay alert and adjust your driving to match conditions.  Stopping distances double in wet weather and are up to ten times more in icy conditions, and visibility can be seriously reduced.  In this sort of weather, it’s best to stay off the road all together, but if your journey really is necessary then it pays to be prepared.  

Older drivers, in particular, may need to take extra care in winter.  They may have more experience, confidence and patience than younger drivers, but physical changes in sight, hearing and ability to judge speed may reduce reaction time.  Roads are busier, and driving more stressful than in years gone by, so older drivers may need to compensate more.  All drivers need to refresh their skills from time to time and keep up to date with changes in the law so it may be worth looking at the Highway Code (available from any good bookshop or online at www.highwaycode.gov.uk).

Check your sight

By law, you must be able to read a number plate from a distance of 20.5m (67 feet) away. It’s important to have your eyes tested regularly, as changes in your eyesight can happen slowly and without you realising it. An optician can also spot the early signs of certain medical conditions which can affect your fitness to drive, such as cataracts, glaucoma and diabetes. 

Legal requirements

Drivers must renew their licence at the age of 70 and every three years thereafter. An information leaflet, 'What you need to know about driving licences', and an application form are available from the Post Office.  Drivers of all ages are also required by law to notify the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA) about the onset or worsening of any medical conditions which may affect their ability to drive safely. Call the DVLA on 0870 6000301 if you have conditions such as heart disease epilepsy, diabetes or mobility difficulties.  You should also ask your doctor about the possible effects that any prescribed may have on your driving. Over-the-counter medicines such as some cough and cold medicines can make you feel drowsy so you should avoid driving if you are taking them.

Frequently asked questions

Q: Where can I get information on car adaptations?

A: If you have a disability, or find difficulty getting in and out of a car or looking behind you, then you may benefit from a simple and inexpensive adaptation to your car. The Department  of  Transport's Mobility Advice and Vehicle Information Service (MAVIS) provides free practical advice to disabled and older motorists on driving, choosing a suitable new car or adapting your existing car (call 01344 661000).  The Motability Scheme also helps disabled people on qualifying benefits and allowances to own or lease a car at an affordable price (you don’t even have to be a driver, you can apply for a car as a passenger and propose two drivers). Call 0845 4564 566 or textphone 01279 632 273 or visit www.motability.co.uk for more information.

Q: What is the Blue Badge Scheme?

A: The Blue Badge Scheme provides a national system of parking concessions for the most severely disabled people as either drivers or passengers. The local authority is responsible for issuing Blue Badge permits. To qualify you need to be receiving Disability Living Allowance (higher rate Mobility Component) or War Pensioner’s Mobility Supplement; registered blind or have a permanent disability which affects your ability to steer or walk (call 0870 1226236 for a leaflet.)  The website www.direct.gov.uk also provides useful information about the scheme and helps you to search for Blue Badge parking bays in your area. 

Q: When is the right time to stop driving?

A: Currently there is no legal cut-off age for stopping driving so the responsibility lies with the individual. This is not an easy decision, especially for people who have driven all their lives; or who live in the country or an area lacking reliable public transport.  However, don't wait for an accident to happen before you stop. If you notice that your reactions are slower or if you have any concerns about your fitness to drive then consult your GP or a qualified driving instructor.  You can also ask the opinions of friends.  Giving up driving doesn't have to mean the end of your independence; you may find that the money you save on taxing, insuring, maintaining and fuelling your car could actually cover the cost of a lot of taxi fares.

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.

