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Fight the freeze and don’t become a winter statistic
As the clocks go back this weekend, NHS Leicestershire County and Rutland is warning people to prepare for the cold weather.
The clocks go back at 1am on Sunday 25 October, for many marking the start of the long cold days of winter, and even colder nights.

Each year there are an estimated 30,000 additional deaths in winter linked to the cold weather. In 2007/08 there were 2,460 additional deaths in winter in the East Midlands and more than half were in the over 65 age group.

Excess Winter Deaths are defined by the Office of National Statistics. They are the difference between the number of deaths during the four winter months (December to March) and the average number of deaths during the preceding autumn (August to November) and the following summer (April to July).

Although it is unusual for exposure to the cold to directly kill people, it can have a major impact on those with respiratory (breathing) or cardiovascular (heart) conditions. Overall deaths are from heart attacks‚ strokes‚ bronchial and other conditions‚ and may often occur several days after exposure to the cold.

Spending too long in the cold will lower the body temperature which can often aggravate circulatory diseases‚ which can lead to strokes and heart attacks or respiratory illnesses such as bronchitis or pneumonia.

It is essential that you keep warm during the winter. You can do this by:

· dressing well 

· keeping active  

· eating good meals  

· if possible‚ do not switch off the heating to save on fuel bills, ensure you get your winter fuel payment if you are eligible. 
Dr Tim Davies, public health consultant at NHS Leicestershire County and Rutland, said: “Older people with existing health problems are more at risk‚ so they need to take extra care when it is cold. Older people are less able to judge if they are warm or cold‚ meaning they may not put on an extra jumper or put on the heating before they get too cold. Many older people tend to live in older houses with inefficient heating systems and/or no insulation. This makes it harder to heat their homes. 

“Older people will often try to cut their energy bills by reducing the amount of heating they use or choosing to wrap up warm instead – and many fail to take advantage of their winter payment which aims to cover the increased heating costs.

“We know that older people on low incomes spend up to 30 per cent less on food than is needed for a healthy balanced diet. This could make them more vulnerable to the cold.

“We can all do our bit by helping to spread the message to older neighbours, friends and family and help them prepare and stay warm and well this winter.” 

The Department of Health’s Keep Warm Keep Well booklet is packed with advice on how to stay healthy this winter. You can download it direct at www.lcr.nhs.uk 

Alternatively you can download Age Concern’s top tips to keep warm this winter at www.ageconcern.org.uk or call their information line on 0800 00 99 66.
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