[image: image1.wmf]





6TH CONGRESS OF THE 

EUROPEAN FEDERATION OF NEUROLOGICAL SOCIETIES
Austria Center Vienna, Bruno-Kreisky-Platz 1, A-1220 Vienna

 26-29 October 2002 

www.efns.org
PRESS RELEASE

EXTREME SPORTS ENTHUSIASTS MUST WEAR HELMETS TO PREVENT LIFE-LONG BRAIN DAMAGE 

Doctors warned today (27 October) of the danger of brain damage linked to the trend in extreme sports, such as bungee jumping and skate boarding, and called for regulations regarding helmet use for the sport.

“Medical students and the public have no idea how much damage is done as a result of a head injury,” says Dr Robert Voogt from the USA.  They suffer concussion from injury sustained during sport, which can have long-term consequences.

The results of an analysis of 20,200 children and adolescents in the USA who sustained a traumatic brain injury since 1994 were presented today at the European Federation of Neurological Societies congress (date….).  Data was accumulated from hospital admissions of infants to 19 year olds. Most head injuries were caused by falling (30%), motor vehicle crashes (32%), and pedestrian injuries (15.9%). The outcome of their injury was based on their functional abilities at the time of discharge, such as vision, speech, feeding and dressing themselves, walking and cognition.  Nearly one quarter left hospital with up to four limitations. If the frontal lobe is damaged, the child’s brain loses the capacity to develop to adulthood.    

In the USA, there are at least 1.5 million head injuries every year, and Children and teenagers make up a significant number of them.  Cycling accounted for more than 10 per cent of injuries.  “Bikes are faster now and although more people are wearing helmets, they are not perfect,” said Dr Voogt, president of Robert Voogt and Associates, a company that manages the care of people with brain injuries. “A blow to the head makes a person vulnerable, even if they appear to have recovered, and a second blow can be devastating.”
Alarmingly, ten percent of the injuries were intentional.  “Abuse remains a big problem,” he said.  “It is very difficult to change patterns of behaviour and, therefore, this becomes an enormous social, as well as economic problem since it often causes life long disabilities.” 

Dr Voogt emphasised that, contrary to popular opinion, children are not more resilient and a serious head wound makes it very difficult for them to do well in school.  It has a profound impact on the family as it affects the victim’s memory and learning skills, their temperament, their ability to multi-task and their relationships.  “The medical profession is able to prevent these people from dying now, but as a consequence, we have created a population of children not equipped to deal with this world,” he said.

Head injury in adulthood leads to a 90% divorce rate when the partner of an individual with traumatic brain injury finds the behaviour, temperament, and loss of independence and initiative intolerable.  

Education, prevention and compliance are necessary to reduce the significant toll of harm to the brain.  When damage occurs, early detection is critical.  To this end, a protocol has been developed by the University of Pittsburgh to recognise the early signs of injury when someone is knocked unconscious or sees ‘stars’.     The Concussion Safety Program outlines a strategy for those at risk during sports such as football, hockey and wrestling using a computerised neuropsychological evaluation, known as Immediate Post-Concussion Assessment and Cognitive Testing – ImPACT.  Pre-season, the athlete is tested on aspects of attention span and memory, and after an injury if concussion is suspected, his or her cognitive functioning will be re-tested at regular intervals.  “The goal is to return the athlete to competition as quickly and safely as possible, subject to the approval of the team’s medical staff,” said Dr Voogt.

He urged greater awareness in the medical profession of the long-term effects. “Doctors must understand that although they usually only see head injury in the acute phase, it is a life-long issue and we must acquire the skills to deal with it”, concluded Dr Voogt.
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Note to Editors

The EFNS is the only organisation to unite and support neurologists across the whole of Europe. Founded in 1991, 38 European national neurological societies are registered members representing more than 12.000 European neurologists.  As well as handling political issues related to European neurology, the role of the EFNS is to advance neurology as an independent speciality,to support services to patients and research, and to provide training. See www.efns.org
