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Winter blues for
cancer patients

By Ritu Bhatia
In New Delhi

MOST of us associate win-
ter with better health and
high energy levels, but for
cancer patients the season
brings extra trouble.

Cancer and its treatment,
such as chemotherapy and
radiation therapy, can weaken
the immune system. This can
make patients more suscepti-
ble to illness caused by cold
and dry weather. The best
way to ward off such risks is
to take extra precaution dur-
ing the season.

Weaken immune system poses
a high risk of flu, which is com-
mon in winter and can lead to
serious illness. “Cancer patients
are more prone to infections.
During winter, infection rates
increase by 15 to 20 per cent,”
said Dr Amit Bhargava, consult-
ant oncologist, Max Healthcare,

Reducing the risk of flu is the
first and foremost advice doc-
tors give to cancer patients dur-
ing the winter. A flu vaccine is
the best way to do this for every-
one except those undergoing
chemotherapy.

There’s no medicine
for hypothermia

Hypothermia, a side-effect of
chemotherapy in which the
body cannot produce enough
heat to stay warm, is another
condition to be guarded ugainst.

Some medications and med-
ical conditions caused by cancer
or its treatment can interfere
with the body's ability to adjust
its temperature.

People who are less physically
active may have reducgg blood
flow, which can lead to
hypothermia. Those havin;
low amount of body fat may
be at high risk. Dehydration,
which itself is a common side-
effect of cancer treatment, can
also increase the risk.

There are no specific medi-
cines to control hypothermia
and general precautions such as
keeping the body and head well-
covered should be observed.

People being treated for cancer
may get frostbite if they have
developed side-effects of the
treatment, such as peripheral
neuropathy — a nerve disorder
that cause them to be less sensi-
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‘This occurs in extremely cold
temperatures, causing the skin
and underlying tissue to freeze.
Frostbite most commonly
oceurs in fingers, toes, nose and
ears and the skin becomes firm,
pale, waxy and numb.

Cancer and therapy may also
increase the risk of bone compli-
cations. The best way to protect
against these is to have a
healthy intake of Vitamin D.
Cancer patients should spend at
least 10-15 minutes daily in the
sun, which is the best source of
this vitamin.

Eating Vitamin D-rich food
and ti vitamin supplements
in consultation with the doctor

can also be done to strengthen
the bones.

Finally, those undergoing
radiation therapy need to
against dry or cracked skin

Patients face a high
risk of frostbite

Apart from those suffering
from cancer, heart patients, too,
must take extra care of their
health as heart attacks are likely
to oceur in winfer.

“This happens because the
blood platelets are more sticky
and vessels more prone 1o con-
striction in the cold,” said Dr
Praveer Agarwal, interventional
cardiologist at Escorts Heart

which occurs in this season
when humidity drops. The skin
should be kept hydrated by
avoiding excessive exposure to
sun and long baths, using
gentle soaps, applying moistur-
ising lotions and drinking
plenty of water.

In 5
Cardiac patients need to avoid
exposure to extreme cold by cov-
ering themselves well in woollens
and going outdoors only when
the sun is out. Another precau-
tion to be ohserved is to avoid
exertion after meals.
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