A review of this year’s Arrhythmia Awareness Week in June organised by Arrhythmia Alliance, supported by STARS
THE FIFTH annual Arrhythmia Awareness Week, AAAW ‘08, drew support from all over the world 

with hundreds of awareness events focused on cardiac arrhythmias. Staged in the UK, support events were also held as far-a-field as China, the Middle East, Russia, USA and South Africa for the first time.

The 2008 Awareness Week organised by Arrhythmia Alliance (A-A) www.heartrhythmcharity.org.uk
- was the best supported so far with a 50 per cent increase in the number of events held right across the country, (over 550 events), from the Orkney Islands to the Channel Islands and this year’s global gathering of awareness also saw events staged in Australia. 

Having already received the support of Prime Minister Gordon Brown and the endorsement of former Prime Minister the Rt Honourable Tony Blair (who is Patron of Arrhythmia Alliance), Awareness Week 2008 was launched at Portcullis House, Westminster, in front of an invited audience including, patients, nurses, politicians, carers, doctors and cardiologists.  STARS was well represented!

On the same day as the Westminster launch, a young man found himself on the shores of France having just rowed a single-skull across the English Channel to raise thousands of pounds for STARS (Syncope Trust and Reflex Anoxic Seizures www.stars.org.uk). His girlfriend is a sufferer of Vasovagal Syncope and he achieved the Herculean feat in three hours forty-five minutes making him the second fastest person to row across the channel.  You will find Christopher’s story on page 8 of this issue.

And while one man put his oar in for charity, school children in village schools around the country released hundreds of balloons from their playgrounds to help raise awareness of syncope. The events raised awareness as local newspapers were on hand to photograph the balloons float effortlessly upwards into the blue summer sky. Positive press coverage such as this was added to with a string of radio interviews undertaken for the BBC and independent radio networks in a drive to continue raising awareness among the listening public.

Elsewhere, individuals and groups of people emailed, wrote or rang the A-A office in Stratford-upon-Avon and requested boxes of information, literature and posters for display. Many STARS members chose to back Awareness Week with their own individual events ranging from adopting a GP surgery, an information stand at their local hospital, balloon launches, barbeques and summer balls.

The importance of being a part of an alliance was demonstrated by the continued support people show towards raising awareness about cardiac arrhythmias whether they are a patient, carer, medical professional or fund raising supporter throughout the year.  A-A believes it is now beginning to see a new phase in the concept of the Awareness Week, a new chapter which heralds the start of a much more expansive growth pattern in terms of global support for Awareness Weeks of the future.    

The importance of an Awareness Week is that it reminds people as well as being an awareness raising tool. It has the ability toremind because it acts as an influence on government’s decision makers and their obligation to published guidelines, and, the ability to make us aware of a medical condition which claims 100,000 lives prematurely each year.  A-A is a strong advocate of correct diagnosis, early treatment and improved quality of life for all those affected by cardiac arrhythmias which is why an Awareness Week is such an important part of the national health calendar.

Next year’s Awareness Week may well concentrate on trying to improve cardiac services across the UK and in particular in those NHS areas where the commitment to the 18 week time parameter has not been as rigorous as other parts of the country.  It could be that in 12 months’ time the growth in global support may determine the agenda for AAAW ‘09, certainly there could be increased interest as was shown by the involvement of groups in the United Arab Emirates, Bolivia and China.

What can be concluded from this year’s Awareness Week is that it was well supported, it serves as a very important information platform and judging by public reaction – this annual event will be here for many years to come.

Support STARS!  Give a bear a friendly home and help families across the UK
