 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1 About epilepsy and sports

Epilepsy, physical exercise and sports
For a number of years, people with epilepsy have been advised not to engage in vigorous physical exercise, out of fear that this could precipitate epileptic seizures or make their epilepsy worse.  Although in some forms of epilepsy, seizures can be triggered by physical exercise, these forms are extremely rare and  exceptional. By contrast, many studies conducted in the last 15 years have shown that, in general, physical activity does not worsen epilepsy and in many cases it may even improve seizure control. For example, a study conducted in women with uncontrolled epilepsy in Norway showed that regular sessions of aerobic physical exercise for 60 min, twice weekly, for 15 weeks resulted in a significant reduction in the number of seizures. This was associated with a reduction in health complaints, such as muscle pains, sleep problems, and fatigue, and with reduced levels of  cholesterol and improved utilization of oxygen by the body. 

In recent years, scientific research in laboratory models has confirmed that physical exercise does not aggravate epilepsy. In addition, these experiments provide an explanation of why seizures can be improved by exercise: possible mechanisms include the production by the body of substances which prevent the occurrence of seizures, and indirect effects related to improved motivation, vigilance and alertness.

Apart from potential improvement in seizure control, exercise and sports in people with epilepsy bring benefits similar to those seen in people without epilepsy. These include an improvement in general health,  a greatly reduced risk of metabolic and cardiovascular diseases, and an overall sense of well being.  Sports, particularly team events, are also important in building up self-confidence and facilitating inter-personal relationships and social integration. These are even more important in people with epilepsy, who often suffer from feelings of isolation and lack of self confidence.

The fact that physical activity and sports are good for people with epilepsy is not widely recognized. Data from several countries suggest that people with epilepsy participate in regular sports less frequently than those without epilepsy and they are generally less fit in terms of muscle strength, endurance and physical flexibility. In fact, many persons with epilepsy suffer from a considerable lack of physical fitness that impacts negatively on their general health and quality of life. This situation is likely to be a consequence of overprotection from parents or relatives and ignorance about the benefits of exercise and sports. Sadly, insufficient participation of people with epilepsy in sports activities is also due in many cases to inadequate knowledge among health professionals and sport instructors.  

Can people with epilepsy excel in sports?
Persons with epilepsy can excel in any aspect of daily life. History and everyday experience teaches us that great artists, writers, entrepreneurs, doctors, actors and political leaders had, or have, epilepsy. Men and women with epilepsy similarly have excelled in sporting activities: several top level athletes in sports as disparate as football, athletics and basketball have epilepsy. 
Because of the stigma and prejudice which still surround the disease, many of these athletes have not publicly disclosed their condition. 
However, there are important exceptions, and some athletes have become committed advocates in the fight against the ignorance, prejudice and discrimination that so often impact on the life of people with epilepsy. These athletes have also been active in denouncing the unjustified restrictions that sometimes sports instructors or managers impose on people with epilepsy. One good example is Marion Clignet, a top level competitive cyclist who was twice silver medalist at the Olympic Games and over many years has won 180 races in different countries around the world, including 6 world championships. Her website (http://marionclignet.com/home) provides a lot of interesting information on how her epilepsy, instead of being an hindrance, represented for her a stimulus to improve physical performance and reach the highest levels of competitive achievement.

Can people with epilepsy engage in any sport, including football?
People with epilepsy can engage safely in the most sports. Even contact sports such as football (soccer), hockey, basketball, rugby and American football have not been shown to facilitate seizures, and people with epilepsy should not be precluded from participating in these events. Water sports such as swimming and water polo are also safe if seizures are well controlled and direct supervision is present. Special care or caution is required with sports involving heights such as some subspecialties of gymnastic (for example, parallel bars, uneven bars) or horseback riding. Sports that involve extreme risk if a seizure should occur, such as hang-gliding, scuba-diving, downhill  skiing, free climbing and car or motorbike racing are not recommended. Of course, additional limitations apply for people who have frequent seizures, and for those in whom epilepsy is accompanied by other disabilities.

Other than minor levels of  supervision, particularly for people whose seizures are not fully controlled, in most cases no special precautions are required when people with epilepsy engage in sports. It is wise, however, to pay some attention to avoid dehydration, loss of body salts, and hypoglycaemia, all of which can exacerbate seizure activity. In some persons, seizures can be precipitated by deprivation of sleep or altered sleep-wake cycles, and their physicians can provide advice on how to minimize risks in these cases.  

Football is the most popular sport in the world, and people with epilepsy should be encouraged to enjoy the pleasure of playing football with their peers. The two matches involving participation of  players with epilepsy organized in conjunction with the UEFA Under-21 Championship will show how such players can produce spectacular football and enjoy the game in the same way as young people without epilepsy. Although this is not well known to the general public, football players with epilepsy have been competing in top level leagues in many countries.

Benefits from participation in sports for people with epilepsy
Persons with epilepsy are entitled to live a normal life. As such, they should be encouraged to engage in the sports of their choice. Benefits include not only a potential improvement in the control of their seizures, but also improved physical fitness, a reduced risk of obesity, protection against cardiovascular and metabolic diseases, and greatly improved self-confidence and well being.  Engaging in physical activities and sports also helps in preventing or counteracting the side effects of some   medicines used to treat epilepsy, such as weight gain or increased fragility of bones.

For people who have infrequent seizures (or had no seizures for a long time), it is rare to have a seizure during exercise.  If seizures are frequent, the probability of a seizure occurring during sports activities is higher simply due to chance. In any case, for safety reasons, it is recommended that school teachers and sports instructors know what to do (and what not to do) should a seizure occur. In particular, they should avoid placing anything in a person’s mouth during a seizure, make sure that breathing is not obstructed, and remove any nearby object or situation that may result in physical injury.

