Cold Weather Injury Prevention

By SPC Stephanie Hann, Preventive Medicine Technician


At this time of year, it is important to practice cold weather safety in everything we do. There are many cold weather injuries that during this time of year, frostbite being the most common.  
Frostbite

Frostbite occurs when the human body does not get enough heat and the body tissue freezes. The most commonly affected body parts are the nose, ears, cheeks, fingers, and toes. Frostbite occurs from prolonged exposure to the cold, or from touching objects with a temperature below freezing. People who suffer from frostbite start feeling uncomfortably cold, then numb. 

They may also feel a tingling or aching feeling or even a brief pain. Many times people have no idea frostbite is occurring and this is why people should be familiar with the symptoms. If someone begins to feel numbness from exposure, it is recommended they take action to warm up immediately. 
Hypothermia


Another cold hazard is hypothermia.  This is a more severe condition than frostbite.  It occurs during prolonged exposure to the cold and the body temperature gets dangerously low. The worst case results are unconsciousness and death.  Windy conditions, physical exhaustion, and wet clothing can make people more prone to hypothermia. The temperature does not have to be below freezing for hypothermia. 

With hypothermia people first feel cold, then pain in the arms, fingers, legs, and toes. Shivering, an involuntary mechanism to generate heat, will occur.  Other symptoms include numbness, stiffness, poor coordination, drowsiness, slow or irregular breathing and heart rate, slurred speech, cool skin, and puffiness in the face. Many of these symptoms are not unusual and could mean different things, but if one is exposed to very cold conditions, they should be taken seriously.  


With both of these cold weather hazards, the higher risk population are those who are older, overweight, have allergies, or poor circulation. Other factors that raise risk are smoking, drinking, and taking medications such as sedatives. As a preventative measure, people should avoid bathing, smoking or drinking alcohol just prior to cold exposure.  

Dress for the Cold

 
Dress for conditions in layers of loose, dry clothes.  The best mix is clothing made of cotton or wool for a bottom layer and something waterproof on top. If clothing becomes wet, dry it or change immediately.   

Be sure to cover hands, feet, face and head as well as possible.  It is very important to keep your head covered because people loose up to 40 percent of their body heat through the head.  


People should keep moving while in the cold, and take regular breaks in a warm area. Consumption of a warm beverage that does not contain alcohol or caffeine is also helpful in warming up. 
Treatment


Prevention doesn’t always work, so it’s important to know what to do if someone shows symptoms of a cold problem. The first thing to do is to go to a warm place and Change out of frozen or wet clothes and into warm clothes, a blanket, or use body heat. Things people should avoid are:  rubbing the body parts, application of a heat lamp or hot water; do not go near a stove, break any blisters, or drink caffeine. 
Once the body part(s) is warm, exercise it with one exception; do not walk on frost-bitten feet. It is very dangerous to underestimate the health hazards of cold exposure.  However, if precautions are taken before exposure, and understanding which symptoms can spell trouble, people can substantially reduce their risk.  Be Safe and Be Aware!
