PATHWAYS

Making the Skies Friendly for Ventilator Users

By Judith B. Fischer, MSLS, and Linda L. Bieniek, CEAP

n this global age, more people who use

ventilators are raking advantage of

improved ventilator technology and
portability to travel by air, both profession-
ally and personally.

Respiratory therapists can assist their
patients who use ventilators and advocare
for their needs by emphasizing the impor-
tance of obraining reliable and accurate
travel informarion. They also can help with
the travel planning process by working in
conjunction with the venrlator user, the
physician, the home health agency and the
airline, Their role, ar both ends of the jour-
ney, is critical.

The most serious medical concern for
ventilator users 5 the qualiey (low cabin
humidiry and temperature) and pressure
of the cabin air. Airplanes generally
cruise above 30,000 feet, with the cabin
or baromerric pressure adjusted o
between 5,000 feer to 8,000 feer, which is
equivalent to standing on a mountain.

Because the planes barometric pressure
is lower than at sea level, a person’s arte-
rial oxygen can drop from 3 percent to
20 percent, decreasing oxygen availabili-
ty throughout the body. With less oxygen
in the bloodstream, vital organs can be
deprived, and hypoxia can develop.! Ventilator
users who have access to a finger pulse oximeter may
wang oo ['<'|kf it L'Ilﬂ‘”g 0 monitor dl'ﬂp’& in OXYEEN
saturation in-Highe.

PLANNING AHEAD

Ventilator users who need w use their ventilators
in-flight must prepare for air wravel well in advance,
First, they should contact the reservation agent and
explain their needs so thar the use of the venrilator in-
Hight becomes part of their passenger records. Then,
to ensure that the armangements are correct, they
should contact & customer service representative and
explain about the venrilator again, emphasizing thar
it’s different from using oxygen in-flight (See Sidebar,
page 28).

An airline’s medical and engineering departments
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may need to approve ventilator use in-Hight,
The ventilator user should prepare a list
including the wventilators name and model
number, complete specifications, and the
manufacturer’s name, address, phone and Web
site. The ventilator user also needs o deter-
mine if he can hold the venrlator or if the ven-
tilator will At under the seat, unless he is
willing to pay for an extra sear.?
The airlines medical deparement
often requires a ventilator wser to
obtain a letter from his or her pul-
menologist stating the individ-
ual’s medical diagnosis and ability
or hiness to rravel. This letter
should be ready o present ar depar-
ture, along with the ventilator specifica-
tons and any documentation received from
the engineering department, if requested by
the ticker and gate agents. With strict new
security regulations and screening, these doc-
uments can help o expedite passage through
security checkpoings. Travelers should bring
multiple copies of impartant papers.
If the ventilator user plans to plug the
the

system, he or she must obtain permission o

ventilator  inro aircraft’s electrical
do so. The Federal Aviation Administration
doesn't require airlines to provide this service,
and it isn't a universal practice. Individuals report thar
United and Morchwest are the most Hexible in allowing use of their electrical outlets.

Most airlines will allow dry ar gel-cell batteries onboard if they fir under the sear.
One ventilator that is popular with travelers has a 10-hour internal battery. However,
even when a bawery is advertised to provide power for a certain amount of time, the
battery should be tested far in advance w ensure its performance for the length of
the Aighe.

Many airline personnel aren't aware of the FAA regulations relating to technical
specifications of modern portable venuilators, and some require the ventilator to be
turmed off during takeoffs and landings. The FAA has approved a series of
laptop ventilators for flight and certified that they don't interfere with radio and
other transmissions.

CONSIDER CARRY-ONS

Individuals who don't need to use their venrilators during the flight have the
options of renting a ventilator from a home health care dealer at their destination,
carrving the ventilator onboard (if it meets the storage specifications) or carefully
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