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WORKING IN THE COLD – PART 3 

 
Lost-time injuries and illnesses resulting from “environmental cold” spiked nearly 142% in 2018 – soaring 

to 290 cases from the 120 the previous year, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). Those 

cases, plus the 280 reported in 2019, are likely an indicator of a lack of employer and worker understanding 

about the dangers of cold stress. 

 

What to Watch 

Hypothermia is one of the greatest dangers facing people who work 

in the cold. This medical emergency occurs when the body’s 

temperature drops below 95°F. An important milder symptom of 

hypothermia is uncontrollable shivering, which indicates the body is 

losing heat and trying to rewarm itself. Other symptoms include 

fatigue, confusion, loss of coordination and slurred speech. People in 

the late stages of hypothermia may stop shivering or lose 

consciousness, or have blue skin, dilated pupils, a slowed pulse and 

slower breathing. In cases of hypothermia, call 911 immediately. 

Move the victim into a warm, dry area and remove wet clothing and 

replace it with dry garments. Wrap the victim’s entire body, including the head and neck, in layers of 

blankets with an additional “vapor barrier” such as a tarp or garbage bag. Don’t cover the victim’s face. 

First concentrate on warming the center of the victim’s body, the chest, neck, head and groin. If assistance 

is more than 30 minutes away, give the victim warm, sweetened drinks (but no alcohol) if he/she is 

conscious. You can also place warm bottles or hot packs on the sides of the chest, groin and armpits. Be 

prepared to give CPR if the victim isn’t breathing or has no pulse. Other major types of cold stress: 

 

Frostbite. This condition is the result of freezing skin and surrounding tissue. In severe cases, it can lead to 

amputation of body parts or severe damage to the body. Signs include white/gray patches on the fingers, 

toes, noses, and earlobes. Skin also may look bluish, gray, pale or waxy. Workers affected may complain of 

tingling, loss of feeling or aching, or have blisters. Anyone experiencing frostbite needs to be taken to a 

warm place as quickly as possible and medical personnel should be alerted. If the feet or toes are affected, 

don’t let the victim walk because it could cause more damage. More first aid tips for frost bite include: 

• Once indoors, remove any clothing or accessories that might hinder circulation. 

• Immerse the affected area in warm (not hot) water. Temperature should be comfortable to the 

touch, especially for unaffected areas of the body. 

• Use a loose, dry cloth to protect the frostbitten area until medical help arrives. 

• Don’t rub the affected area. This could damage the skin. 

• Don’t warm the frostbitten area with direct heat from items such as a lamp. This can cause burns. 

• Don’t thaw the affected area if it has the potential to freeze again, because this can cause 

additional damage. 

• As with hypothermia, you can give someone experiencing frostbite warm, sweet non-alcoholic 

drinks. 

 

Trench foot. Also known as immersion foot, trench foot can occur in temperatures as high as 60°F if a 

worker’s feet are constantly wet. Warning signs include reddening skin, tingling, numbness, leg cramps and 

blistering. Among the steps to take if a worker is suffering from this condition … remove shoes and wet 

socks, dry the feet, and instruct the person to avoid walking, which can further damage tissue. 

 

Chilblains. Chilblains are the painful inflammation of small blood vessels in the skin that occur in response 

to repeated exposure to cold, not freezing, air. This condition can occur in temperatures as high as 60°F. 

Symptoms may include redness, itching and blisters. Victims should avoid scratching the skin, which 

should be slowly warmed. 

 


