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Asthma educators get organised

More than 2 million Australians suffer with asthma, around one in seven children and one in nine adults.  No wonder, that all Australian governments recognise asthma as a national health priority. Of course in the vast majority of cases, asthma can be well controlled.  There is no reason why people with asthma can’t live normal productive lives – working and participating in leisure activities like everyone else.

How to manage asthma effectively is no secret; but so many people with asthma have just never got the message.  So the role of the asthma educator is an important one; a good reason, then, that asthma eductors – doctors, pharmacists, nurses, physiotherapists and others – are formalising their role with the establishment of the Australian Asthma and Respiratory Educators Association (AAREA).

AAREA was launched last month by NSW Governor, Professor Marie Bashir.  During her address, Professor Bashir commented on the suggestions that in NSW it might become illegal to smoke inside a motor vehicle.  Certainly, seeing mothers driving their young children home from school in a car filled with cigarette smoke causes concern in anyone with even the basic understanding of asthma or other respiratory disease, she said.

Speaking at the AAREA launch, Professor Christine Jenkins, Head of the Asthma Research Group at the Woolcock Institute of Medical Research, confirmed the association between both active and passive smoking and asthma.

Children whose parents smoke are more likely to have asthma; children with asthma are more likely to have an asthma attack if their parents smoke near them; and smoking around your child may result in permanent damage to your child’s lungs. So no sensible adult would smoke in a house or car when children are present.

The dangers of smoking are so well known, especially the link with asthma, you would expect that adults with asthma would never smoke.  However, Professor Jenkins explained that “in the 18-34 year age group, there are more asthmatics smoking than non-asthmatics.  As well, treatment for asthma is less effective in smokers.” Clearly asthma eductors still have quite a job ahead.

There is some good news. The death rate from asthma is falling.  Ten years ago around 1000 Australians died every year.  In 2004 that number fell to just over 300.  Still, 300 too many.

According to Professor Jenkins an Asthma Action Plan should be prepared for anyone who needs to visit the doctor for asthma three or more times a year.  You should also have an action plan if you need to use your reliever medicine (Airomir, Asmol, Bricanyl, or Ventolin) more than three times a week.  Almost certainly you should be using a preventer medicine, as well.

Be aware of the warning signs for asthma in children.  A wheeze, shortness of breath, tightness in the chest or a recurring cough, particularly at night, should all be investigated by the doctor; and especially when any of those symptoms occur with a cold or chest infection, near cats or other animals, during or after exercise, when it’s really cold, if the temperature suddenly changes, around pollens or moulds, or around cigarette smoke.

If you or your child has asthma you can get more information from the fact cards titled Asthma and Asthma Medicines available from pharmacies around Australia providing the Pharmaceutical Society’s Self Care health information.  Phone 1300 369 772 for the nearest location.

Whether you’re in the car, at home or anywhere around children you can stop smoking for good, perhaps with some help from one of the nicotine replacement products – patches, gum, lozenges or inhaler.  Ask your Self Care pharmacist for the most appropriate product.
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