Heat-Related Illness

JJ Lemire
In August, we will encounter the “Dog Days of Summer”.  The temperatures will soar and more cases of heat exhaustion will be reported.  In our industry, the majority of vigorous physical activity is in a hot environment.  The body will rid itself of excess heat through two efficient ways; by sweating and blood vessels dilating.  When sweat evaporates from the skin, you begin to cool off.  When blood vessels dilate, blood is brought to the skin surface to release heat. 

Background:  Heat-related illness takes several forms.  
· Heat rash occurs when sweat ducts get clogged. 
· Heat cramps are painful muscle spasms caused by loss of electrolytes from heavy sweating.   

    If employees develop these conditions, immediately get them out of the heat so they can rest.

· Heat exhaustion and heatstroke develop from prolonged exposure to heat.
What must an employee know:  Heat exhaustion occurs when the body has lost too much water and salt.   Signs include:

· weakness,

· dizziness,
·  nausea, 
· headache, 
· heavy sweating,
· and slightly elevated body temperature.   

Hot Tips to Cool Conditions
As a supervisor or employee, you should know how to recognize a victim of heat-related illness.  Evaluate the symptoms and follow these first aid actions:

Heat cramps:  Have the employee sip water or a diluted sports drink.  Gently stretch the muscle.

Heat exhaustion:  Lay the employee down in a cool area with his or her legs raised.  Remove excessive layers of clothing.  Give up to 1 liter of water.  Do not give anything to drink if the employee vomits.  Cool the worker with cold, wet cloths and a fan.   

Heatstroke:  Call for medical help immediately.  While you wait for help to arrive, move the employee to a cool place, remove clothing down to underwear and apply ice packs at the neck, armpits and groin.  Cover the employee with wet towels or cloths or spray him or her with cool water, and fan the employee to quickly evaporate the dampness on the skin.  Heat stroke can cause irreversible damage.
Catch It Early

Supervisors and employees need to watch for warning signs.  Employees adapt to the heat, but they usually know their limitations and supervisors should never push beyond those limits.  Employees can take other preventive measures to combat the heat:

· Eat light.  The more calories you eat, the more body heat you produce.

· Drink plenty of fluids throughout the day.  Drink at least 8 ounces per half hour.

· Choose the proper type and amount of clothing.  Cotton allows skin to breathe and absorbs 
   sweat.  Wide-brimmed hats protect from direct sunlight.

Awareness is vital to prevent heat-illness.  
