	The Cold Facts About Hypothermia

	Hypothermia is brought on by exposure to conditions that cause the body to lose heat faster than it can generate it. It doesn't take icy temperatures to cause it. Prolonged exposure to temperatures of 30-50 degrees (often when the person is wet) can produce the same effect. A drop in body temperature below 98.6 is considered the onset of hypothermia. 
	

	Although hypothermia can happen any time of year, for those who work in cold or wet environments, winter can increase the risk of hypothermia.

Cold, wind, and water are the three major contributing factors of hypothermia because they all draw heat from the body. Other factors that make a person more susceptible to hypothermia include age, poor physical condition, illness, the use of alcohol or certain medications, and fatigue. The effects of hypothermia range from mild to severe. A severe case of hypothermia can cause permanent damage to the heart and other vital organs or can result in death.

Hypothermia doesn't happen immediately. How long it takes to set in depends on the type of exposure and the physical characteristics of the individual. There are some early warning signs. Watch out for the "-umbles" - stumbles, mumbles, fumbles, and grumbles, which show changes in motor coordination and levels of consciousness. The skin and lips turn blue-gray; and the fingers, ears, and other extremities turn white. There may be uncontrollable shivering (the body's natural reaction to cold air temperature), confusion, weakness, drowsiness, pain in the extremities, weak pulse and shallow breathing. If left untreated, muscles become rigid, heartbeat becomes irregular and the victim looses consciousness. Eventually, coronary or respiratory failure causes death. If hypothermia does occur, get the victim to a warm, dry shelter, remove wet clothing (replacing it with warm dry clothing), keep the victim warm with blankets, and get medical help as soon as possible.

Of course, the best means of treating hypothermia is to avoid it in the first place. If you work where conditions can get cold or wet, remember these hypothermia prevention tips:

· Dress properly it's your best protection against hypothermia. The greatest loss of body heat occurs through the head, so wear a hat or cap and several layers of loose-fitting clothing as well as boots or warm shoes with socks.

· Stay dry Put on rain gear before you get wet and wool clothing before you start shivering. When clothes get wet they loose 90 percent of their insulating value.

· Be aware of the cold and wind Prepare for sudden weather changes, even a slight breeze carries heat away from the body.

· Drink fluids and eat high-energy snacks provide calories to produce body heat and liquids help regulate body temperatures.

· End exposure If you can't stay warm and dry, get out of the cold or wet environment. 

Hypothermia is the life-threatening consequence of inadequate preparation for cold conditions. Dress properly and watch for early warning signs of hypothermia.


