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Do you know what to 
look out for?

As World COPD Day 
approaches on Wednesday 
18 November with the theme 
‘Living Well with COPD’ we 
catch-up with Joanna Turner, 
Research and Education 
Manager at the Asthma and 
Respiratory Foundation NZ to 
de-mystify COPD and provide 
some advice on how to live life 
to the fullest with the condition.

What is COPD?

What are the symptoms?

What causes it? 

How is it treated? 

New Zealand’s first ever 
COPD Guidelines

COPD stands for Chronic Obstructive 
Pulmonary Disease. It’s an umbrella term 
used for long term respiratory diseases 
including emphysema, chronic bronchitis 
and chronic airflow obstruction. 

It’s estimated that 15% of adults over 
the age of 45 suffer from COPD in New 
Zealand, but many don’t know they have 
it or know anything about it. Living with 
COPD means that the breathing passages 
(airways) in your lungs are compromised 
and the lung tissue is damaged, making it 
hard to breathe or catch your breath.

COPD can be mild, moderate or severe 
depending on how badly damaged 
the lungs are. When a person starts to 
experience symptoms, such as shortness 
of breath, difficulty  breathing – especially 
with exercise, a cough, presence of 
phlegm, bronchitis and wheezing – this 
means the damage has already occurred 
and unfortunately cannot be reversed.
Even simple activities like walking, bending 
down, showering and hanging out the 
washing can cause breathlessness. This can 
be very frightening for people, especially if 
breathlessness becomes out of control.

Smoking is the most common cause 
of COPD and the damage occurs over 
a number of years. It doesn’t usually 
become noticeable until over the age of 
40. Some people can develop COPD from 
being exposed to noxious particles in air 
pollution, dust or chemicals. This includes 
being exposed to secondhand smoke for 
long period of time.

Treatment focuses on relieving 
symptoms through medication and 
effective management strategies. People 
can also make themselves feel better 
through regular physical activity, eating 
a balanced diet, conserving their energy 
if tired, managing breathlessness by 
developing breathing control techniques, 
developing a COPD action plan (self-
management plan) alongside a health 
professional, minimising stress, and having 
support from family and friends.

Later this year, New Zealand’s first ever 
COPD Guidelines will be published 
in the New Zealand Medical Journal. 
Led by Professor Bob Hancox from the 
University of Otago, alongside Asthma and 
Respiratory Foundation NZ and a working 
group of respiratory experts from a range 
of professions, these guidelines will 
provide evidence-based recommendations 
for the diagnosis, assessment, and 
management of COPD in New Zealand.

For further information about COPD, see 
the Asthma and Respiratory Foundation’s 
website: http://www.asthmafoundation.
org.nz/your-health/living-with-copd

Being diagnosed with COPD will inevitably 
change a person’s life, however, by 
taking some steps to manage day-to-
day activities, some of the anxiety and 
discomfort that is often associated with 
a COPD diagnosis can be minimised.

COPD is the fourth most common 
cause of death in New Zealand, and the 
third most common cause of death
in the Māori population.

Subscribe to mediwell

COPD Action plan – find out more at
http://www.asthmafoundation.org.nz/resources 


