
Staying Healthy in the Desert 
Dehydration 

Dehydration in the Sierras is a very real danger. High altitudes and low relative humidity contribute to this 
danger. Your perspiration evaporates from your skin almost immediately and you have no indication of 
how much salt and water you are losing. If urine becomes darkened or scant then fluid requirements are 
not being met. As a general rule anyone out of doors should consume at least 3 - 4 quarts of fluid per 
day. if you're engaging in even moderate activity this should be increased to 4 - 6 quarts. Do not rely on 
thirst as a guide to fluid requirements. In general merely quenching thirst does not adequately replace 
fluid loss in heat stress or high altitude situations 

Heat Exhaustion and Heatstroke 
These are part of the same process but of differing severity. Heat exhaustion is caused by an elevation of 
body temperature which does not result in permanent damage, but the same is not true for heat stroke. 

! Heatstroke is life threatening and can lead to permanent disability. 

Signs and Symptoms of Heat exhaustion 
1. Minor confusion  
2. Irrational behavior  
3. Nausea  
4. Dizziness  
5. Rapid pulse  
6. Headache  
7. Diarrhea  
8. Temperature elevation up to 105° F  
9. It is important to know that sweating may or may not be present.  
10. It is also possible for the skin of the victim to feel cool to the touch since it is the core temperature 

that is elevated. 

Signs and Symptoms of Heatstroke 
1. Extreme confusion  
2. Low blood pressure  
3. Weak and rapid pulse  
4. Diarrhea  
5. Vomiting  
6. Vomiting blood, bloody urine  
7. Shortness of breath  
8. Darkened (machine oil) urine  
9. Seizures  
10. Unconsciousness  
11. Temperature elevation of up to 115° F  
12. Again it is important to note that sweating may or may not be present.  

Since the body can lose its ability to control its own temperature at around 106°F it is important to get 
body temperature down first. 
In the case of dehydration soaking in a tub of tepid water and drinking plenty of fluids that will replace 
electrolytes in the system may be enough. Sports drinks like Gatorade are very good and should be used 
if available. A good substitute is any 100% fruit juice that you have diluted with 50% water. As a last 
resort take salt tablets which irritate the stomach lining. 
If you suspect yourself or someone else of a heat exhaustion or heatstroke; and you are near the 
sailplane, give oxygen, get out of the direct sunlight, remove clothing , wet the victim down and fan 
vigorously. Evaporation is one of the most effective methods of cooling. If ice is available place ice packs 
under the arms, behind the neck and in the groin. Do not be concerned with shivering but continue to 
aggressively cool the victim. 



Other Heat Related Problems 

Muscle Cramps 
This can result from a combination of over exertion and water and salt losses. In most cases cramps are 
caused by replacement of water without adequate salt replacement. This can be avoided by drinking 
balanced solutions prior to and during heavy exertion, as discussed earlier. 

Heat Swelling 
In warmer climates normal people may experience swelling of the feet and ankles. this is usually after 
long periods of walking or sitting Usually the swelling will disappear when the person becomes adjusted 
to the climate. It may be helpful to elevate the legs when possible. 

Fainting 
Fainting due to heat happens when the body of a person (particularly the elderly) attempts to adapt to the 
heat by dilating the blood vessels in the skin in an attempt to deliver warm blood closer to the skin surface 
for cooling. This coupled with prolonged standing may result in not enough blood flow to the brain and 
result in a fainting spell. If this happens a person should rest in a horizontal position for 15 - 30 minutes 
and then a sitting position for 5 minutes before attempting to stand. 

Heat Illness Prevention 
1. Avoid dehydration. Drink at least one quart of balanced fluid every hour during exertion.  
2. If proper fluids are not available use salt tablets.  
3. Avoid coffee, tea, sodas, and alcoholic beverages. These can increase fluid loss and contribute to 

dehydration.  
4. Be watchful of the very young and very old. Their bodies do not regulate temperature efficiently.  
5. Stay in shape. Lack of conditioning, insufficient rest, ingestion of alcohol and/or illicit drugs all 

contribute to  
increased risk of heat related illness.  

6. Allow yourself time to become acclimatized. Taking a few days in the hot/high desert environment 
prior to exertion can help your body adjust. Your body will begin to sweat more efficiently (i.e. 
increased sweat volume with less electrolyte concentration). Your our heart rate will become 
lower, your kidneys will adjust by conserving water and salt, and your peripheral blood vessels 
will dilate which all contribute to produce more efficient heat loss.  

7. Wear appropriate clothing. Layers provide the easiest way to adjust to falling or rising 
temperature. Keep out of the sun when possible. Always wear a hat!  

 


