
It was August... hot and steamy... and Harry was really feeling the heat. Someone told him he ought 
to take a break, drink some fluids…but no, he said, he wanted to finish up. The next thing his co-
workers knew, Harry was acting weird. He seemed out of it, like he was delirious or something. Then, 
all of a sudden, Harry passed out. Everyone rushed to see what had happened. Someone called 911. 
But it was too late. Harry was dead. The heat had killed him! 

Overexposure to high temperatures and humidity can quickly lead to heat-related illness. Heat illness 
occurs when your body can't keep itself cool. Heat-related illnesses are progressive conditions, and 
usually come in stages. Once heat illness begins, it's essential to bring it under control immediately. 

A signal of the first stage of heat illness is heat cramps in muscles. Heat cramps are sudden painful 
muscle spasms affecting the legs or abdominal muscles. Heat cramps usually happen after several 
hours of hard physical activity. Most often, heat cramps happen in people who aren't used to the heat, 
who sweat a lot, or who don't drink enough liquids. If you see someone suffering from heat cramps, 
have the person stop and rest. If the victim is fully awake and alert, have him or her drink small 
amounts of cool water or a commercial sports drink. Gently stretch the cramped muscle and hold the 
stretch for about 20 seconds, then gently massage the muscle. Repeat these steps if necessary. 

If the person has no other sign of heat illness... such as nausea or dizziness... allow the person to 
resume activity after the cramps have stopped. 

The next…and more serious stage of a heat-related illness is heat exhaustion. Heat exhaustion is 
generally caused by loss of body fluids and important salts. For some people, heat exhaustion - not 
heat cramps - may be the first signal of a heat-related illness. If untreated, heat exhaustion can 
lead to heat stroke, which can be fatal. 

Symptoms of heat exhaustion include: 

• headache 
• nausea 
• fatigue 
• dizziness or light headedness 
• profuse sweating, and 
• pale cool skin. 

To treat heat exhaustion, move the victim to a cool place. Elevate the person's legs above the heart, 
and loosen clothing. Give the victim fluids, cold water mixed with salt,... a commercial electrolyte 
drink... or just cold water. Keep the victim cool. Sponge the victim off with cool water, or apply cool, 
wet clothes. 

If there is no improvement within 30 minutes... or if the victim's condition worsens, seek medical 
attention. 

The most serious state of heat illness is heat stroke. Heat stroke is a medical emergency. If untreated, 
heat stroke can lead to death. Symptoms of heat stroke include: 

• mental confusion, 
• loss of consciousness, 
• high temperature, 
• rapid breathing and pulse, 
• vomiting, and 
• hot dry skin which may be red, mottled, or bluish. 

If you suspect someone is suffering form heat stroke, call 911 or the local emergency number. Victims 
of heat stroke will die unless treated promptly. While waiting for medical help, move the victim to a 
cool area. Remove most of the victim's clothing. Light, cotton clothing can be left in place. Reduce 
body temperature as quickly as possible. Apply cool, wet cloth to the skin or ice packs in the armpits, 



wrists and ankles, and groin. Fan vigorously to increase cooling. Keep the victim cool until medical 
help arrives. Do not give the victim anything by mouth... not even salted drinks. 

Do not give the victim over-the-counter medications that are used to treat fever, such as aspirin. They 
will not be effective, and they may even be harmful. Remember, heat stroke is a medical emergency. 
Prompt action can prevent death or permanent injury to the brain and other vital organs. 

Heat-related illnesses can be prevented. If you spend even part of your day in a hot environment, 
take steps to reduce the risks of heat illness: 

• Drink plenty of water before starting an activity. 
• Drink extra water all day, even if you don't feel thirsty. 
• Avoid drinking tea, coffee, and alcoholic beverages. These can cause dehydration. 
• If possible, schedule heavy work during the cooler parts of the day. 
• If you are working outside, wear lightweight, light-colored, loose-fitting clothing. 
• Protect yourself from the sun by wearing a hat. 
• Take advantage of work breaks, and find a cool place to rest. 

Be alert for signs of heat-related illness. If you, or someone else, shows signals of a heat-related 
illness, stop activity and find a cool place. Call for medical help if you have these warning signs: Hot, 
dry skin but not sweaty Confusion or loss of consciousness Frequent vomiting, or Trouble breathing. 
Heat-related illness can happen anytime during the year, indoors or out. If you spend time in a hot 
environment, play it cool by playing it safe. Know the hazards of heat illness, and take steps to avoid 
those hazards. 

This is James Drury, reminding you to take care and be safe. 

 


