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Health, Wealth and Safety
I have just come back from spending a week in the UK and a number of things came to light that I thought I should write about.  I expect you are all thinking ‘oh here we go, Health and Safety – hard hats, scaffold poles and visibility vests’ but that is not what I am going to talk about.  

On my first day back in the UK my Mother told me there had been an earthquake in Ashford in Kent measuring 4.3 on the Richter scale, luckily nobody was badly injured.  Seeing the newspaper and television broadcasts it made me think of what would happen here, bearing in mind we live in what is considered to be a major earthquake zone.  The relatively small earthquake in the UK caused some major structural damage and the emergency services had their work cut out in coping with the situation, although it did seem to be well organised and they worked like a well oiled machine.  I somehow doubt it would be the same if it happened here. I wonder how many of us have considered what we would do if there was an earthquake on this island, I hope it doesn’t happen in our lifetime but I think the odds are stacked against us.  I know just before going away there was an international conference held here with civil defence workers from around the world discussing disaster management, that’s fine but I think in the first instance we might need to fend for ourselves.  How can we help ourselves in this situation?  I have been lucky enough to spend two holidays with friends in Tokyo, where earthquakes are common place and children are taught in school what to do in case one happens. In fact it was the first thing our friends explained to us when arriving at their house – not just stating the obvious of protecting yourself by getting under a table or standing in a doorway hoping that the reinforced concrete lintel above will help protect you, but other things that I had never really given thought to. The simplest of these was an ‘earthquake emergency bag’ kept in a convenient and easily accessible place within the house, perhaps this is something we should all give consideration to here.  Basically it was a holdall with provisions to assist you through the first few hours of crisis together with copies of any necessary documentation should the crisis last longer.  The contents of our friends bag included copies of the family’s passports and credit card numbers, a good suggestion is that the relevant page of the passport is laminated so you have means of identification and can gain assistance should repatriation be required, bottles of water, bars of chocolate (but in this climate perhaps foodbars might be better!!), a change of underwear, a lightweight but warm jumper, some lightweight waterproofs and a torch.  It all seems terribly obvious but in times of crisis when you have to think quickly it would take a considerable length of time to get this all together.  This could be personalised further – some people might even want a small transistor radio and an old fully charged Pay as You Go mobile telephone, just in case the transmitter infrastructure remains.  I know this is a bleak prospect but we should face up to the possibility of it happening here.  Another thing that was very well organised and rehearsed in Tokyo was the chain telephone call amongst ex-pats, and I seem to remember there were two numbers on our friend’s fridge that they had to ring in the event of an earthquake, the information was then passed on via a network so in a relatively short time a check list of survivors could be made.  In Tokyo of course they even have muster points where you are told to gather in times of such crisis, our friends showed us their muster point in Yoyogi Park on our first day there.  They say to be forewarned is to be forearmed!
Well there’s my bit on safety and now my bit on health.  On getting home I find that my cousin, who had only recently given up on the UK and moved to France, had been rushed into hospital with serious pneumonia, he had a high temperature and was delirious, after being in Intensive Care for a couple of days and undergoing numerous tests, it was found that he was suffering from Legionnaire’s Disease.  This might have been as a result of him moving into a property which has stood empty for some while.  I know there is much said about the incidence and causes of Legionnaire’s Disease, but if you are one of the unlucky ones that go down with it – and it seems to particularly hit people from late middle age on, with a higher incidence amongst smokers (and that sounds like many a retired ex-pat here!) – the consequences can be serious.  I can’t say I am the font of all knowledge about this disease but as this disease is picked up from inhaling droplets of water infected with the bacteria, usually where the water has been stagnating for some while, a common place to pick up the disease is from shower heads that have not been used for some time, it has been recommended to me that if a shower is to be used after a long period of disuse then it should be run for at least 20 minutes, I do know this goes against the grain after my article last week so we should at least use this wasted water to irrigate the garden!   Or perhaps a more environmentally friendly way would be to immerse the shower head in sterilising solution, that way the water won’t be wasted.
Of course being back in the UK I was back in the presence of some sceptical relations who are still suggesting that I may have made an error of judgment in buying a property abroad, all quite keen to point out what was happening to the property market in Spain.  My short answer to them was that Spain is closer to Britain than where I live so perhaps they ought to be more worried about a property recession than I should.  But seriously on reflection are there any parallels between the Spanish property market and ours here?  Yes there are, and it doesn’t make for good reading.  The Spanish market was significantly inflated just prior to Europe adopting the euro as the common currency for much of the EU, this meant that stashes of illegally gotten gains, hidden from the Taxman throughout much of mainland Europe, had to be laundered. Much of this money was spent in Spain on property causing an artificial property boom.  Does this remind you of what we saw here back in 2004? When people came rushing here to invest in property hoping to make a vast and fast return on their investment, on the sure bet that we were going into the EU with the Greek Cypriots.  Again this created an artificial boom.  In the wake of both booms the property market has continued to be ‘talked up’ but in reality that has not been the case and the banks who have supported the development companies in Spain eventually saw the reality and withdrew their support from them, causing a collapse of the property development market there.  There are some parallels here but I am not sure as to the extent of the banks’ involvement although from my own experience on this island, I am aware that large sums have been loaned by banks to developers with the security being based on what I call a ‘fag packet valuation’ prepared by a local estate agent, often with more optimism than objectivity.  So there are some parallels, the market certainly isn’t what some developers lead us to believe – buoyant – and perhaps a significant downturn in the market is more likely in the short term than the earthquake I referred to earlier.
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Would we be as well organised as they were in Kent?





Be prepared!





Beware! - more than cockroaches can lurk here!








