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

CMO5:  Keeping warm without turning up the heat 

Keeping warm is essential for good health.  Our bodies work harder in colder weather, making us more vulnerable to infection and illness.  As the temperature drops, the risk of stroke, breathing difficulty, heart attacks and accidents increases.  We are particularly at risk in older age as our ability to control our body temperature decreases and we become less sensitive to the cold. Don’t be tempted to turn down the central heating simply to save on fuel bills; there are other ways to keep warm without turning up the thermostat.

Taking action to protect your health is a valuable individual contribution to Health Challenge Wales, the national drive to improve health and well being. 

Wrap up well

Wear several thin layers of warm clothing rather than one heavy jumper - natural fibres such as wool or cotton or fleecy clothes are the best insulators.   Your body cools down as you sleep so it is important to keep warm at night - wear woolly socks to bed and thermal underwear under your night clothes.  When you go out, remember that wind chill can reduce temperatures by several degrees, so think about wearing a hat, scarf, gloves and fleecy insoles to protect your extremities.  (A hat and scarf can help to keep 40 – 50 per cent of the heat lost through the head and neck, and mittens keep hands warmer than gloves).
Eat for heat

Your body needs fuel too, so make sure that you have regular warm drinks and hot nutritious food throughout the day.  Soups and stews are warm, nourishing and a good ‘comfort’ food on cold days.  Include healthy snacks which will provide you with long lasting energy such as bananas, dried fruit and nuts.  Make sure that you have at least one hot meal each day and a hot drink at bedtime to maintain your body temperature into the night. Try to keep a supply of food in the house in case you can't get to the shops in very bad weather. 

Keep active 

It may be tempting to snuggle up in front of the TV on cold days, but sitting still will just make you feel even colder.  Keep the circulation going and break up the day by doing household chores, going out for a walk or doing some gardening. It’s also a good way to keep fit.

Wrap up your house

If your house feels draughty, then valuable heat is being lost to the outside.  Gaps around doors, windows, skirting boards and loft hatches are the most common source of draughts, along with letterboxes and keyholes. Draught proofing strips are inexpensive, easy to fit and very effective in blocking draughts (make sure strips meet British Standards BS 7386).  Insulate your pipes, loft and hot water tank.  Allow the sun to warm your rooms in the day by pulling back the curtains, but remember to draw them at dusk to keep the heat in at night. 

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What should you do if someone is suffering from hypothermia? 

A: If the person has stopped breathing or has no pulse, call the emergency services immediately. Cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) should be attempted until the emergency services arrive.  Remove any cold or wet clothing, replacing it with warm, dry clothing to prevent further heat loss immediately. Do not try to heat the person up by putting them in a hot bath or massaging cold extremities as this can lead to serious tissue damage.  Do not give alcohol or cigarettes to someone suffering from hypothermia. 

Q: Is it safe to fit draught proofing throughout the house?

A: Draught proofing is an excellent way to prevent heat loss but it is important not to entirely block all the airflow in your home as it could become musty and mouldy. A good tip is to leave bathroom and kitchen windows free from draught proofing.  Good ventilation is vital if you use solid fuel such as coal fires, gas fires or have open flues on your boiler as a build up of poisonous gases from these heating appliances could be lethal.

Q: How much loft insulation should you have?

A: Heats rises, so if there is no insulation in your loft you will lose about25 per cent of your heat through your roof.  Standards for loft insulation have recently changed and new building standards recommend 250mm (10 inches) of insulation in the roof space.  It is the most cost effective and easiest type of insulation to install, paying for itself in less than two years. You may even be eligible to have the work free of charge, or grant-aided (call your local energy advice centre on 0800 512012 for advice on home insulation).

Q: Does cavity wall insulation cause damp?

A: No, modern cavity wall insulation should reduce damp caused by condensation.

Condensation results from warm moist air coming into contact with cold surfaces such as external walls. Cavity wall insulation will ensure that these surfaces are not cold and will therefore not encourage condensation to form. A detailed survey should be undertaken before insulation can be installed to identify any areas with damp or at risk of damp developing and advice on any remedial work required.

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.

