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Heat-Induced Illness 

Many Coronado National Forest employees spend some part of their working day in a hot environment. Four environmental factors affect the amount of heat stress an employee may encounter: temperature, humidity, radiant heat, and air velocity. Outdoor or indoor ambient temperatures do not have to be close to record-breaking to produce problems.  

Thermal Characteristics
The body reacts to high external temperature by circulating blood to the skin, which increases skin temperature, and allows the body to give off its excess heat through the skin. Sweating is another means the body uses to maintain a stable internal body temperature. However, sweating is effective only if the humidity level is low enough to permit evaporation and if the fluids in the body are adequately replaced. Most people lose about two quarts of water for every hour they are in the sun perspiring. If the body cannot dispose of excess heat, it will store it. When this happens, the body’s core temperature rises and the heart rate increases. As the body continues to store heat, the person begins to lose concentration and has difficulty focusing on a task, may become irritable or sick, and often loses the desire to drink. The human deep-body temperature is maintained within a few degrees of 98.6º F. Variations from this internal body temperature can adversely affect important chemical reactions and the structure and function of proteins.  The most severe heat-induced illnesses are heat exhaustion and heat stroke.
Heat-Induced Illnesses
Heat Stroke, the most serious health problem for employees in hot environments, is caused by the failure of the body’s internal mechanism to regulate its core temperature. Sweating stops and the body can no longer rid itself of excess heat. Signs of heat stroke include mental confusion, delirium, loss of consciousness, convulsions, coma, high body temperature, and hot dry skin which may be red or mottled. Victims of heat stroke will die unless treated promptly. CALL FOR EMERGENCY HELP (911). Move the victim to a cool shaded area. Do not leave the victim alone. Lay the victim on his/her back and if the victim is having seizures remove any object close by. If the victim is sick to the stomach lay the victim of his/her side. Remove any heavy and outer clothing. Have the victim drink some cool water (a small cup every 15 minutes) if the victim is alert enough to drink anything and not feeling sick to the stomach. Try to cool the victim by fanning him. Cool the skin with a cool spray mist of water, wet cloth, or wet sheet. 
Heat Exhaustion results from loss of fluid through sweating when a person has failed to drink enough fluids. The victim with heat exhaustion still sweats, but experiences extreme weakness or fatigue, giddiness, nausea, or headache. The skin is clammy and moist, the complexion pale or flushed, and the body temperature normal or slightly higher. The victim should rest in a cool place and drink some cool water or an electrolyte (Gatorade or Sqwencher). If the victim is dizzy or light headed, lay the victim on his/her back and raise the legs about 6-8 inches. If the victim is sick to the stomach lay the victim on his/her side. Loosen and remove any heavy clothing. Try to cool the victim by fanning him. Cool the skin with a cool spray mist of water or wet cloth. If the victim does not feel better in a few minutes call for emergency help (911). If heat exhaustion is not treated, the illnesses may advance to heat stroke. 
How to Protect Yourself & Your Employees
· Learn the signs and symptoms of heat-induced illnesses and what to do to help the employee.

· Perform the heaviest work in the coolest part of the day.
· Slowly build up tolerance to the heat and the work activity (usually takes up to 2 weeks).

· Use the buddy system (work in pairs).

· Drink plenty of cool water (one small cup every 1-20 minutes). An electrolyte drink helps too!

· Wear light, loose-fitting, breathable (cotton) clothing.

· Take frequent short breaks in cool shaded areas (allow your body to cool down).

· Avoid eating large meals before working in hot environments.

· Avoid caffeine and alcoholic beverages (these beverages make the body lose water and increase the risk for heat illnesses).  
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For additional information, please contact your supervisor and/or the Forest Safety Manager at (520) 388-8487.
