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Introduction

A passenger in his late forties is sitting in economy section of an airplane.  The seating is quite tight and he cannot seem to get comfortable.  Suddenly, his leg starts to tingle.  Thinking that his leg just fell asleep, he starts to massage it.  As he rubs, he notices a slight pain growing.  He decides to squeeze between the back of a chair and another passenger, to walk it off.  Within his first steps, he notices the pain increase.  He looks up the aisle and sees the flight attendant moving closer with her food cart.  To not be in the way, he sits back down and tries to ignore the pain.  He attempts to read a magazine, but he cannot concentrate on the article.  His toes start to tingle and his calf tightens up.  Curious, he stands up to head toward the restroom.  The pain worsens, so he sits back down.  The passenger next to him becomes irritated at his constant moving about.  He decides to investigate the problem in his seat.  Removing his shoe and sock, he wiggles his toes at the discomfort, and pulls up his pant leg, and the passenger next to him gasps.  His leg had turned a red hue and swelled to twice its size.  He thinks to himself how could this have happened?  In fact, there is an explanation.  The symptoms are a result of Deep Vein Thrombosis, or DVT (DVT: Medicine Plus).
Background

Deep Vein Thrombosis is more common than many might think.  Every year in the United States 600,000 are newly diagnosed and about 200,000 every year will die because of DVT complications (National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute).  What is DTV? Deep Vein Thrombosis is a blood clot deep inside the body.  These veins are blood vessels that help prevent backward flow in the veins.  The blood is pushed through the legs and arms when muscles contract.  Deposits of red blood cells and clotting elements can build up in the vein.  Having all this build up it creates a blood clot and as the clot grows it continues to block the blood from flowing.  Clots usually happen in the legs and arms, but can happen in other parts of the body.   When diagnosed with DVT one is at high risk of having a Pulmonary Embolism (PE).  Pulmonary Embolism is a blockage of the main artery of the lung or one of its branches by a substance that travelled from a different part of the body through the blood stream. 
            Many are likely to be diagnosed with DVT if they have low blood flow in a deep vein due to injury, surgery or being immobile. Cancer and the treatments, other medical conditions for example varicose veins, pregnancy and the first six weeks of giving birth, taking birth control pills, being older 60 and also being overweight and sitting for a long period of time. For example, if one is sitting for more than 4 hours straight without standing and moving legs.  Many do not realize that little things like sitting at the office or sitting in an airplane for over 3-4 hours without standing to stretch or to move their legs around have a greater chance of being diagnosed of this serious condition.  A few common symptoms are warmth and tenderness over the vein, pain or swelling in the part of the body that is affected and also redness of the skin.  These are the symptoms for DVT but when it breaks loose and causes Pulmonary Embolism there are different symptoms many should pay attention to.  Common symptoms for PE are difficulty breathing, chest pain when breathing.  These can happen, but when the PE becomes severe one can collapse, have abnormally blood pressure and or sudden death.

Significance
            There have been cases in the airline history where many have died from DVT.  Many airlines have known about DVT because it was brought up in 1968 by doctors who were linking DTV and flying.  Farrol Kahn, director of the Aviation Health Institute, which is campaigning for safer flying, said: “Airlines are bringing themselves into dispute by failing to admit they are not protecting the health of their passengers” (Dailymail.co.uk).  The air industry has known about these dangers for more than 30 years, they even called it the economy class syndrome.  They would always put profits before passenger safety and now a total of 21 airlines including British Airlines and Virgin are accused of this health issue.  They are now facing 33 test cases for deep vein thrombosis. 
            The youngest DVT victim was only 23 years old.  Sara Brown died in her father’s arms 18 days after returning from a family trip in Australia.  According to the Dailymail,  Sara Brown’s mother, Pat had taken her daughter to the hospital once before and suspected that her daughter had DVT.  When they were flying for their vacation the airline had told them “not to worry.”  This only showed that the airline was not thinking about the passengers’ health but only about their business and their profits.  She believes that part of it was due to lack of knowledge from the air industry and believes that the airlines should have taken responsibility to care about their passengers’ health by trying to learn about DTV.  A second case involved was on a 28-year old Emma Christofferson who died only minutes after stepping off a 20 hour flight from Sydney, Australia to England in October 2000.  She had attended the Olympic Games in Australia and shortly after she arrived in England she died from a pulmonary embolism.  A third case involved a 21-year old Naomi Forsyth, who now risks permanent leg injury after she flew from Melbourne to Edinburg with Qantas in November 1999.   The fourth case was a 40-year old man named Paul on July 2008.  Paul and his wife had taken a trip to Las Vegas for their birthday.  A week after they stepped off the plane Paul and his wife attended their birthday party.  That night Paul was not feeling too well, his leg was hurting and felt discomfort on his side.  The guests at the party noticed he had his hand on his side most of the night but thought maybe he had pulled a muscle.  After the party Paul and his wife went back home and that’s when Paul collapsed on his couch.  His wife saw him and immediately called 911.  When the paramedics arrived, they started asking questions.  They noticed that they had a tanned look to them and asked if they had gone anywhere.  They told them they went on vacation and that’s when they suspected he had a pulmonary embolism.  Paul then recalled when they were flying out to Las Vegas he was really feeling uncomfortable (Dailymail).  He felt throbbing ache at the top of his left foot and the vein felt tender. There have been many cases where many had discovered it and survived it and a few who were not so lucky.

Future Implications


There are a few ways to avoid DVT and a PE while flying.  Walking is a very important one but walking every half hour is better.  While flying avoid drinking sleeping pills and alcohol this will help avoid sleeping in one position for a long period of time.  When sitting down press down with the balls of your feet to boost blood flow. Try doing this move every ten minutes or so.    Make sure to drink plenty of water, try at least a glass each hour.  For a flight of four hours or more wear compression stocking which are available in some pharmacies.  Hand luggage should not be placed where it rest can restrict movement of legs and feet, wear clothing that is loose and comfortable.  Also, those travellers who are at high risk of developing DVT may be prescribed specific treatments and should consult their doctor.  


Ever since the case of 28-year old Christofferson, Australian carrier, Qantas began printing warnings for DVT on its tickets.  Also, they offer leaflets with leg exercises that passengers can do in their seats without having to get up.  Airogym Ltd has launched a new device to help prevent DVT on long-haul flights.  The Airogym was created by a retired pilot in 2001.  This is an inflatable device that allows passengers simulate walking while still remaining in their seats.  This helps control the blood flow going through the legs and feet.  That same year, Middle East airline Emirates placed an order of 500,000 and say they will distribute them for free on all long-haul flights.  

Summary


Airline carriers should warn their passengers ahead of time about DVT.  There are many people who do not know about this health condition and when they find out about it, it is too late.  I understand airlines need to continue to worry about their profit and what not but when cases like this happen, companies can get sued and I believe that is worse for them.  What Qantas is doing, handing out leaflets of exercises passengers can do while still sitting or warning them by printing on tickets is a good way to start helping everyone. 
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