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This information sheet contains information about looking after your health care
needs before and during air travel for people with spinal cord injury (SCI) or
cauda equina syndrome (CES).

Good planning and preparation are important to make your journey as smooth
as possible. There may be many processes to follow. SIA are keen to encourage
everyone to travel by air if they want to.

This is the fourth Air Travel information sheet in this series. For more useful
advice, hints and tips see: 1 - Preparation, booking and assistance, 2 - At the
Airport, and 3 - Managing your mobility equipment. Also, check out our Access
All Areas: Travel and mobility video series on air travel. Our two videos follow
SIA members going through the airport. It contains useful information on what
to expect with a focus on special assistance and equipment.
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WHAT TO THINK ABOUT BEFORE YOU GO

Once you have booked your flight, take some time to think about your health
care needs and how you might need to prepare for these when flying. Use the
following information below as a checklist. We hope that it helps you feel more
confident about flying.

« Check with your GP or consultant that you are well enough to travel and
whether there might be any medical reasons that might affect your travel
plans, in particular if you have had recent surgery. Your doctor may not have
all the medical information you might need for travelling by air and if they are
unsure about ‘fitness to fly’ you may need to get advice from a ‘medical
aviation specialist’ (a professional who can give you expert medical advice
about flying).

« Check if you need any vaccinations (injections) / medications to travel to your
destination. Leave plenty of time ahead of travelling to allow for lots of
vaccinations if needed, including Covid-19/Flu vaccinations.

« More information can be found on the UK government website:

Foreign travel advice (GOV.UK)

« Plan your travel insurance so that you are covered for unexpected issues.
Always be open and honest to your travel insurer (for more information see
Travel insurance for disabled people | Disability charity Scope UK).

 You will need to take medical supplies (gloves / catheters /medications) to
cover the duration of your holiday, so plan to order more in good time.

e You should pack at least 2 to 3 days’ worth of supplies or all of them in your
hand luggage in case your hold luggage is delayed or lost.

« Check with who provides your supply of catheters/ gloves/ wipes as to
whether you can purchase emergency supplies of these in the country you
are visiting, if needed. If not, or you are travelling for a long period of time,
you could think about posting supplies ahead, such as to a hotel you are
staying at.
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https://www.gov.uk/foreign-travel-advice

WHAT TO THINK ABOUT BEFORE YOU GO

« You might want to take more medical supplies than usual when travelling,
especially if you are going on a long flight. Night bags (a large urine
collection bag) can hold larger amounts than a leg bag (a urine collection
bag that is strapped to your leg) which can be useful when managing your
bladder on a plane. Some people who carry out intermittent self-
catheterisation (passing a catheter at regular intervals throughout the day
to empty their bladder) choose to put in an indwelling catheter (An
indwelling catheter is a tube inserted into the bladder for draining urine,
for those who cannot pass urine typically) for the flight to make managing
their bladder easier.

« Check that any medications you take are allowed in the country you are
travelling too. Some UK prescription medications are not allowed or even
illegal in other countries. More information can be found on the UK
government website:

Take medicine in or out of the UK (GOV.UK)

 Itis helpful to take a copy of your prescription in case you run out of any
medication whilst away.

« If you suffer with lots of urine or chest infections, then you might want to
see if your doctor will prescribe you an emergency supply of antibiotics to
have just in case. Ask for medical advice before flying if you think you may
have an infection, in particular a chest infection or an ear infection but still
feel ok to travel.

« Have a note, perhaps on your phone, of how to say ‘Doctor’, ‘hospital,
‘pharmacist’ (and other important words) in the language of the country
you are travelling to.

e The air you naturally have in your tummy and bowel can get bigger when
you fly in a plane as air expands as it rises. We would advise you to only
eat small, simple meals (nothing that might upset your stomach) for a day
or so before you travel and do not drink fizzy drinks or alcohol before or
during the flight.
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DURING THE FLIGHT

Skin Management

« Make sure you drink enough water during the flight

« Wear loose and comfortable clothing

« We recommend you sit on your pressure relieving cushion during the flight to
lower the risk of your skin being damaged

« Be clear with airline staff about the help you need, in particular if they need to
move you by hand or use equipment to move you to board the plane, to reduce
the risk of your skin being damaged

« Cushions that are filled with air may be affected by the change in air pressure
during the flight. This is because air gets bigger the higher up it is. You should
know how to check and make changes to your cushion set up (add more air to
your cushion if it looks like it is not full enough)

Bowel Management

« Accessing a toilet on the plane can be difficult, so think about how flight times
will fit around when you would normally go to the toilet to empty your bowels.

« Take into account the time differences when travelling abroad. This may have
an effect on the timing of your regular bowel care routine.

« Speak to your continence advisor or one of our specialist clinicians at SIA to
discuss any worries you have about managing your bowel whilst away before
travelling.

« You might find taking Imodium useful if you get an upset stomach.

« Dioralyte may also help if diarrhoea continues for a while. It is a medicine that
helps you recover from an upset stomach by helping replace water and
important chemicals that your body loses.
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DURING THE FLIGHT

Bladder Management

» Speak to your continence advisor (a continence advisor is usually a nurse
who will assess you and agree a treatment plan for your incontinence and
explain management options) that are available or one of our specialist
clinicians at SIA to discuss any worries about looking after your bladder
before travelling.

e It is very important that you drink enough water during your flight so that
your body has enough water to work properly and you avoid dehydration. If
you do not have enough water in your body you have more risk of getting a
urine infection. This does not mean that you should drink lots of alcohol
because drinking alcohol can make you lose even more water.

« If you are travelling to a hot country where you are likely to be drinking
more fluids, consider taking extra supplies of catheters.

« Think about whether you will be able to get into the toilet during the flight.
Unless you are able to stand and step it is unlikely you will be able to.

« If you usually use intermittent self catheterisation (ISC's) to manage your
bladder, it might be worth thinking about different methods of managing
your bladder, such as using a Penile Sheath or Indwelling_Catheters with a
leg bag, for longer flights.

« On longer distance flights, using a night bag rather than leg bag can be
helpful to not have to worry about how much water you are drinking. You
can seal and place a full/used urine bag in a carrier bag which can be
emptied in the aircraft toilet by your companion or if travelling alone in the
airport toilets on landing.
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https://www.bladderandbowel.org/bladder/bladder-incontinence-products/penile-sheaths/
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DURING THE FLIGHT

Deep Vein Thrombosis/Pulmonary Embolism
(DVT/PE)

« ADVTis a blood clot in a vein (blood vessel), usually in
the leg.

« A lot has been written in the press about DVT/PE and we
do not want to worry you unnecessarily but to make you
aware of the condition.

 If you are a high-risk group, you may want to talk about

treatment options with your GP like using elastic '
stockings or blood thinning drugs. Remember that you <,/ &
need to check your skin regularly if you use elastic / ‘f

=

stockings during a flight.
e For further information go to the NHS Livewell webpage

Temperature Regulation

« Following a SCI/CES many people are not able to control the temperature
of their body below the level of their spinal cord injury.

« Air conditioning on the plane may cause problems, so think about ways to
stay warm during the flight.

« Think about the country you are visiting. If you are travelling to a hot
country, try to keep cool so that you do not get too hot. If you are in a cold
country try to keep warm so that you do not get too cold, especially
thinking about your legs and your feet. You can wear layers of clothes to
keep yourself warm.

FURTHER INFORMATION

« Check out SIA's factsheets around skin, bladder and bowel management

for more details. SIA KNOWLEDGE HUB
« Disability and travel abroad (GOV.UK).

For more information, visit our Travel Hub or contact us at:
Spinal Injuries Association, SIA House, 2 Trueman Place, Oldbrook, Milton Keynes, MKé 2HH

e: travel@spinal.co.uk t: 0800 980 0501 (freephone support line: Monday - Friday 10.00am-4.00pm)

This information sheet has been prepared by SIA and contains general advice that we hope will be useful. Nothing in this information sheet should be construed as giving
specific advice, and it should not be relied on as a basis for any decision or action. SIA does not accept any liability arising from its use. We aim to ensure the information -
is as up-to-date and accurate as possible, but please be warned that certain areas are subject to change from time to time. Please note that the inclusion of named Splnal.co_uk
agencies, companies, products, services or publications in this factsheet does not constitute a recommendation or endorsement.
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