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PRACTICAL TRAVELER 

Long Flights and Thrombosis

By SUSAN GILBERT
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THREE days after flying from Pittsburgh to Charleston, S.C., for spring break six years ago, Cynthia Kos, then 19, began having crushing pains in her chest and left leg. The leg swelled and turned purple. Because she was a fit collegiate volleyball player who rarely got sick, she could not imagine what was happening.

Doctors diagnosed deep-vein thrombosis, a potentially serious condition in which blood clots form in the leg or pelvic veins. Flying on an airplane for several hours can cause it, doctors say. 

The risk is greatest for people with health conditions that promote clotting, such as cardiovascular disease, cancer and blood-clotting disorders, according to the World Health Organization. Being pregnant, having recently had surgery, taking hormonal medication (either birth control pills or menopausal hormone therapy), or being over age 40 also increases the odds, the organization states. It was not until she was treated for deep-vein thrombosis that Ms. Kos learned that she had a rare clotting disorder. 

But doctors say that many air travelers who develop deep-vein thrombosis, or D.V.T., either did not have medical risk factors or, like Ms. Kos, did not think they had any.

"For most of my patients, it came out of the blue," said Dr. Samuel Z. Goldhaber, director of the Venous Thromboembolism Research Group at Brigham and Women's Hospital in Boston. 

At least 200 people around the world have had D.V.T. following air travel in the last decade, according to a report in the journal Aviation, Space, and Environmental Medicine last May. 

Long Hours Aloft
The longer the flight the greater the risk, experts say. The precise risk from flying is unknown, but a study published in December in the Lancet, a medical journal, found that the incidence was 1 percent among passengers at low or moderate risk of blood clots who had flown at least 10 hours over a period of six weeks. 

The longest nonstop flight is an 18½-hour trip from Singapore to Los Angeles introduced this month by Singapore Airlines. The carrier plans to start 18-hour nonstop service between Singapore and New York this summer. 

Sitting for many hours without getting up and moving around makes blood flow in the legs slow down, increasing the tendency of the sticky components in the blood to clump together and form clots in the leg veins. Most of the clots dissolve harmlessly without treatment, but they can be fatal if they break away and lodge in the pulmonary arteries. 

Though the condition is sometimes called economy class syndrome, it isn't restricted to the air travelers with the least legroom. 

"It occurs in first class and business class, too, but less frequently because there are fewer seats," Dr. Goldhaber said.

Whether sitting for long car or train rides also promotes the condition is unknown, but Dr. Goldhaber said that there appears to be something about flying that heightens the risk. "It could be the low air pressure or oxygen levels, or the fact that you can stretch out more in a car or a train," he said. 

The World Health Organization has a large study under way to look at this and other questions about D.V.T. and air travel. Doctors have known for decades that flying can promote blood clots, but the issue came to worldwide attention in the fall of 2000, when Emma Christoffersen, a 28-year-old Australian, collapsed at Heathrow Airport in London and then died shortly after a 20-hour flight from Melbourne. A blood clot had formed in a leg or pelvic vein and migrated to a lung.

Since then, medical groups have joined forces with the airline industry to educate travelers on how to prevent the problem. 

Next month people in airports are likely to see posters and hear public service announcements on the subject as part of Deep Vein Thrombosis Awareness Month, sponsored by the Coalition to Prevent Deep-Vein Thrombosis, an organization formed by several medical and patient-advocacy groups. The coalition has a Web site, www.preventdvt.org, with information on how to prevent the condition and recognize symptoms, as well as exercises you can perform on the plane to reduce the risk. 

Prevention
Even people with multiple risk factors can fly safely as long as they take precautions, said Dr. Franklin Michota, a coalition member who is head of hospital medicine at the Cleveland Clinic in Ohio. 

The coalition recommends these measures for all passengers on flights of six or more hours: 

Prevent dehydration by drinking plenty of water and little or no alcohol. Dehydration can promote blood clots by causing the blood to thicken, said Dr. Goldhaber, a co-chair of the coalition. 

Wear loose-fitting clothes to avoid constricting blood vessels.

Walk around the cabin when possible and do simple exercises in your seat to increase blood circulation. "The best exercise is a foot press in which you move your feet up and down as if you're pumping the gas pedal," Dr. Michota said. 

Over the last few years, several airlines have started showing videos and putting cards in the seat bags that show exercises to help prevent D.V.T. 

"When people choose a movie to watch, they also see a short video of exercises they can do in their seats," said James Boyd, a spokesman for Singapore Airlines. Dr. Michota said that such measures are fine for young, healthy travelers, but are not sufficient for those at elevated risk of D.V.T. 

Risk Factors
For people at moderate risk, including those with a history of the disorder or who are over 60, the coalition recommends wearing compression stockings, which are tight stockings that help increase blood circulation from the legs to the heart by putting pressure on the legs. Some kinds of compression stockings are sold over-the-counter in drugstores, and they might work fine, but the only ones that are proven effective in preventing D.V.T. are available by prescription, Dr. Michota said. 

The coalition advises people at high risk, including those with heart disease, cancer or clotting disorders, or who have recently had surgery, to talk with their doctors about taking medicine to prevent blood clots before flying. Several herbal preparations claim to prevent D.V.T., but Dr. Michota and other doctors say that there is little or no scientific evidence that they work. 

Blood clots are most likely to form within two weeks of a flight, doctors say. Symptoms include intermittent pain in a leg that feels like a cramp, redness or swelling in a calf, shortness of breath and chest pain. 

But preventive measures make D.V.T. unlikely for travelers, Dr. Michota said. Cynthia Kos, who now takes anticlotting medication, has flown numerous times since her incident several years ago and is happy to report, "I've had no problems." 
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