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Recognizing Cold Stress Injuries

The effects of cold stress may not be apparent to its victim. The first symptoms of
hypothermia are uncontrollable shivering and the sensation of cold. The
heartbeat slows and may become irregular, and the pulse weakens. As the
condition worsens, severe shaking or rigid muscles may be evident. The victim
may also have slurred speech, memory lapses, and drowsiness. Cool skin, slow,
irregular breathing, and exhaustion occur as the body temperature drops even
lower. This is a serious condition requiring immediate medical attention.

Frostbite can occur without accompanying hypothermia. Frostbite occurs when
the fluids around the body's tissues freeze. The most vulnerable parts of the body
are the nose, cheeks, ears, fingers, and toes. Symptoms of frostbite include
coldness and tingling in the affected part, followed by numbness; changes in skin
color to white or grayish-yellow, initial pain which subsides as the condition
worsens, and possibly blisters. Frostbite can cause irreversible tissue damage
and requires immediate medical attention.

If you work in lower-temperature environments, always be alert for the possibility
of cold stress. Follow these guidelines to help protect yourself from injury.
Remember, it doesn't have to be freezing for cold stress to occur. Take steps to
protect yourself.
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