
Blood pressure tests will not Kill!
f l  A STROKE MAY!

Fr Peter Sherred (Ambulance Chaplain Dover)

Dover is fortunate to be hom e to one of 
the South East Coast A m bulance 

Service NHS Trust (SECAmb) stations, 
based off W inchelsea Road, with staff who 
are on call 365 days of the year.

SECAmb, created in July 2006, covers an 
area of 3600 square miles of Kent, Sussex 
and Surrey and serves about 4.6 million 
people. Ju st over every m inu te an 
em ergency 999 call is received in one of 
th ree em ergency dispatch centres and 
am bulance crews respond to Category A, B 
or C patients. Category A is for patients 
who are or m ay be life-threatened and 
need tim ely clinical intervention, B is for 
those who need  u rgen t face-to-face 
attention and C is for those who m ay not 
require an im m ediate or urgent response. 
The G overnm ent sets differing target tim es 
to reach  the appropriate category of 
patient.

Since its creation the Trust has targeted 
th ree  high profile m edical conditions 
(Stroke, Cardiac and Trauma) w ith its 
innovative practices having real benefits 
for patient care. Annually an estim ated 
150,000 people in the United Kingdom 
have a stroke. It is the third most com m on 
cause of death and a leading cause of adult 
disability bu t pre-hospital em ergency care 
can m ake a significant difference to 
outcom es for patients. The Trust is 
pioneering the FASTracking system. This 
involves identifying stroke victims, 
notifying the hospital and transporting the

patient under blue lights and sirens to 
specialist centres. A poten tia lly  clot- 
busting treatm ent, know n as thrombolysis, 
alongside new  treatm ents, techniques and 
technology is then  available.

What is a stroke? What signs can warn 
people of th e ir  vu lnerability  and its 
consequences? The Stroke Association 
recently rejoined forces with the Rotary 
In ternational m ovem ent to raise 
awareness of these questions. In Dover, on 
Stroke Awareness Day, 26th April, the 
Rotary Club of Dover were based in  St 
M ary's Parish Centre and the South 
Foreland Rotary Club along w ith 
am bulance staff were in the pedestrian 
precinct. Offering a free blood pressure 
test, often a good indicator of a 
cardiovascular problem, they tested about 
600 people in six hours.

Usually a stroke occurs w hen a blood clot 
blocks the flow of blood to the brain while 
others m ay be caused by bleeding in or 
around the brain from a burst blood vessel. 
This can cause often irreparable brain 
damage, leading to long-term  disability 
and, in approximately 25 per cent of cases, 
death. Strokes can cause perm anent or 
tem porary paralysis to one side of the body 
leading to im pairm ent in speech, balance 
and the ability to write or read. Recovery 
can be a long and slow process.

We m easure blood pressure in m illim etres 
of m ercury (mmHg) and take readings



w hen the heart beats - the systolic pressure
- and w hen  it relaxes - the diastolic 
pressure. N orm al adult blood pressure 
should be less than 140/90mmHg, with an 
ideal reading of 120/80mmHg. Above this 
is considered as high blood pressure - 
hypertension.

It is im portant to be aware of the level of 
one's blood pressure so tha t GPs can 
investigate the causes and take tests to 
enable advice on how to reduce blood 
pressure thereby preventing a stroke from 
becom ing a reality.

Of course, 'strokes always happen to other 
people' bu t the im portance of such a test 
was dem onstrated by the results from the 
Rotary Club of South Foreland's successful 
team w ork with Dover's am bulance service 
on the day. They enabled 283 people, 
including the Tbwn Mayor of Dover, to 
have their blood pressure tested.

Rotarians worked in relays through the day 
to direct the public towards the SECAmb 
pre-hospital clinicians all of whom  worked 
from 10.00 - 16.00 'clocking', on average, 
betw een them  50 people an hour. (The 
total num ber of people would undoubtedly 
have been  higher bu t two of the clinicians 
were called to an em ergency in the Gala 
Bingo prem ises opposite taking them  away 
from blood pressure testing for half an 
hour or so before the on-call em ergency 
am bulance and crew arrived).

123 m ales and 160 females were tested and 
of these 58 becam e GP referrals and 12 
were deem ed to be urgent. 3 of these 70 
including a 14 year old child w ere 
im m ediately referred to the on call doctor. 
There was a significant referral rate of 25% 
of those tested. Further statistics show that 
67 people were under 35, 72 betw een 35

and 55 and 144 over 55. The SECAmb team  
of Jane Brown, John Court, Chris TUlly and 
David Davis were kept busy throughout the 
day raising public awareness in relation to 
stroke, blood pressure and cardio vascular 
disease.

Dick Hubbard, for the Rotary Club of South 
Foreland, said after the event that we were 
very  grateful for the assistance from  
SECAmb and were delighted w ith the 
num ber of people who showed such an 
interest. The statistical results serve to 
rem ind everybody of the need for regular 
blood pressure checks and that like death, 
stroke does not discriminate - it  can affect 
anyone at any tim e.

The day also served to highlight how 
valuable the am bulance clinician's role is 
in prevention, helping to combat stroke 
and its consequences. They use a simple 
test to establish if someone is having a 
stroke and is easy to use by anyone. Called 
the FAST test it involves checking the 
m ovem ent in  the face and arm s and 
ascertaining if speech is slurred. An audit 
in September 2007 showed 94% of 790 
stroke cases were correctly assessed with 
the FAST test.

David Davis for SECAmb was full of praise 
for the day's activities and for the work of 
param edics and am bulance technicians 
and stressed th a t getting patien ts to 
hospital quickly is essential. All 11 acute 
hospitals in the region now offer stroke 
thrombolysis services. This com pares to 
the national figure of 12%.

The need for regular blood pressure testing 
is obvious so having read thus far (and if 
you have not had a test recently) why not 
be brave and submit to one - it m ay save 
your life.


