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THE UNIQUE RISKS OF SUMMER HEAT

There is no doubt that heat can be a killer, as seen in the heat wave throughout the country last year.  Nationwide more than 1400 deaths resulted from the scorching weather. 

Heat can become a workplace hazard, both indoors and outdoors, because it affects everyone differently.  Weight, age, fitness, medication, and medical conditions all determine how well people take the heat.  Heat tolerance also plays a role.  For example, people living in California, Arizona, or Texas, are more used to warm weather and may have a higher tolerance.

The very young and very old are more susceptible.  Workers indoors also face risk if air circulation is limited or if air conditioning is unavailable.  Heat stress often catches people off guard.  Knowing how to spot the warning signs of heat stress could mean the difference between a typical day on-the-job or a day-long visit to the emergency room.
Your body works very hard to maintain a constant temperature.  It generates heat through the digestion of foods, through exercise or from exposure to the environment.  When exposed to heat sources, three cooling methods help regulate the body’s temperature: heat radiates off the body surface, pirspiration cools the body and air moves across the skin.

Problems begin when the body is overloaded and can’t cool off.  High temperatures, humidity, heat generated from equipment and body heat may contribute to heat stress--a condition in which the body’s core temperature rises above 98.6 degrees.

Heat stroke and heat exhaustion are the major heat-related health threats.  Immediately seek medical attention if you notice the symptoms of heat stroke or heat exhaustion.  Heat stroke is a life-threatening emergency.  Some symptoms include:

    Body temperature: High (105-106 degrees F.)

    Skin: Hot, red, dry (absence of sweating)

    Pulse: Rapid, strong

    Blood pressure: Normal

    Other signs: Headache, weakness, may be unconscious

Heat exhaustion differs from heat stroke with the following symptoms:

    Body temperature: Near normal

    Skin: pale, cool, clammy (excess sweating)

    Pulse: slow and weak

    Blood pressure: low or undetectable

    Other signs: weakness, dizziness, nausea, fainting

Whether you work indoors or outdoors you need to follow the same advice to beat the heat:

    DRINK UP.  Plenty of drinking water at the workplace can help reduce the risk of heat disorders.  Each worker should drink up to a quart of water per hour.  Replacing fluids is only part of the solution, because sweating removes salts and sugars from the body.

    GEAR UP.  Dark colors absorb the heat, therefore, choose lightweight, loose-fitting and light-colored clothing.  For outdoor workers, a wide-brimmed hat, long sleeves and sunscreen will help shield the body from the sun.  Fifteen is the magic number when using SPF, sun protective factor sunscreen.

    EASE UP.  Get used to the heat in short doses and slowly lengthen exposure so that workers can be acclimated.  New employees and workers returning from an absence of two weeks or more should have a 5-day period of acclimatization, according to the Occupational Safety and Health Administration.

    REST UP.  Alternate work and rest with longer rest periods in cool areas.  OSHA recommends scheduling heavy work during cooler parts of the day, such as mornings.  Keep in mind that everyone is different.  Older workers or ones with health problems may need more frequent breaks.

    WISE UP.  Use engineering controls in the workplace , such as fans, ventilation and air conditioning. 

    LISTEN UP.  Educating everyone in the workplace is the key.  Make sure employees know the importance of replacing fluids.  They should know how to spot heat exhaustion, heat cramps, dehydration and general exhaustion associated with heat stress.  A refresher course in first aid never hurts when it comes to treating heat -stress victims.

    HEADS UP.  Above all, use common sense when you work outdoors.  In harsh weather, tell your workers to come inside and cool off every half-hour or hour.  If your crews keep their cool and watch out for extreme conditions, they will have a safe and productive summer.

