
Thunderstorm Asthma. 

By Catherine Short.

Asthma is a long-term , intermittent disease, causing symptoms of shortness of breath, wheezing and coughing, reduced ability to exercise, and sometimes chest pain. The symptoms are often worse at night. Studies have shown that a sufferer will never grow out of asthma. However, they can have periods of time where they are symptom free. 

The most common triggers for asthma are house dust mite, long haired pets, pollens, extremes of temperature and exercise, but there are many more. Many sufferers are aware of these common triggers and these can be discussed when sufferers consult with their practice nurse or family doctor. 

Management strategies are put in place to monitor these triggers and patients are taught how to adjust inhaled medication accordingly. This is known as “self management planning.” Normally, patients attend these appointments, where they will, over time, gain confidence and expertise in managing their chronic condition.

More worryingly, unpredictable, bizarre weather appears to be an alarming trigger for asthma. In the spring of 2007, due to very warm, dry weather, many more than usual patients experienced severe, sudden, symptoms when they had normally been well controlled.

Thunderstorm asthma is a new phenomenon, not normally associated with respiratory disease. However its effects are extremely alarming. On the evening of 23rd of June 2005, warnings of severe thunderstorms were issued from the met office. The following evening, hospital accident and emergency departments in the Northwest of London were swamped with patients attending with sudden asthma exacerbations. The number of asthmatics requiring emergency treatment was eight times the normal rate. Many hospital departments ran out of the emergency nebuliser treatment that was required to quickly and effectively reverse these symptoms. 

More disturbingly, with global warming, and bizarre atypical weather, it can be expected that these, severe, sudden attacks will become more common. The good news is that as part of the General Medical Services contract, our family doctors and their nurses are obliged to effectively monitor their asthmatic population. These patients are routinely invited for an annual review. They are offered screening and health education, to assist in recognising their symptoms, which should help prevent sudden, severe attacks. Poorly controlled patients are screened regularly until control of their symptoms is achieved.

The surgery practice nurse normally runs these excellent clinics autonomously. These highly experienced nurses have had extensive training, often at diploma and degree level, and only need to involve the general practitioner in complicated situations.

It is vital that all asthmatic patients attend these appointments, even if their asthma is well controlled. The practice nurse will show the patient how to recognise when a severe attack is imminent, and will advised the patient on how to manage it properly and when to seek medical attention. The practice nurse will also check that the patient is indeed using their inhaler properly, and that they know how to check if the inhaler is empty or malfunctioning. Common triggers are also discussed and where possible, avoidance measures are highlighted.

If you are asthmatic, please accept these invitations and attend your annual review. It could one day, save your life! In a time when the National Health Service receives constant criticism, at least in terms of long-term conditions, you can be sure that the government is getting it right.  
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