
Hypothermia & Cold Water Survival Guide

Cold water is one of the greatest dangers for boaters, swimmers, and outdoor adventurers. Even in

seemingly mild temperatures, prolonged exposure can lead to hypothermia, a life-threatening

condition where the body loses heat faster than it can generate. This guide provides crucial

information on recognizing, preventing, and responding to cold water emergencies.

1. What is Hypothermia?
Hypothermia occurs when body temperature drops below 95°F (35°C). When immersed in cold
water, heat loss occurs rapidly, leading to impaired physical and mental function. Without
intervention, it can result in unconsciousness and death.

Cold water cools the body 25 times faster than cold air. This means that even water temperatures
above freezing can cause hypothermia in minutes.

Key symptoms of hypothermia include:

- Mild (90-95°F / 32-35°C): Shivering, confusion, loss of coordination.

- Moderate (82-90°F / 28-32°C): Slow heart rate, severe disorientation, slurred speech.

- Severe (<82°F / 28°C): No shivering, unconsciousness, risk of cardiac arrest.

2. The Danger of Cold Water Immersion
Falling into cold water is dangerous because the body reacts immediately with cold shock, causing
involuntary gasping and hyperventilation. This can lead to drowning within seconds.

Stages of cold water immersion:

- Cold Shock (First 1-3 minutes): Rapid breathing, panic, heart rate spike.

- Cold Incapacitation (10-15 minutes): Loss of muscle control, difficulty swimming.

- Hypothermia (After 30 minutes): Reduced consciousness, risk of cardiac failure.

- Unconsciousness & Death: Body loses its ability to regulate temperature.

3. Cold Water Survival Techniques
[ ] Wear a life jacket - This helps keep you afloat and slows heat loss.
[ ] Control your breathing - Focus on slowing rapid breathing to avoid hyperventilation.
[ ] Try to get out of the water - Climb onto floating debris, an overturned boat, or ice.
[ ] Use the HELP position - Cross arms and legs to conserve heat.
[ ] If in a group, huddle together to maintain warmth.
[ ] Stay as still as possible - Movement increases heat loss.
[ ] Keep your head above water - Heat loss is fastest from the head.
[ ] Do not remove clothing - Wet clothing helps insulate if you stay still.



4. First Aid for Hypothermia
[ ] Move the person to a warm, dry place as quickly as possible.
[ ] Remove wet clothing and replace with dry layers or blankets.
[ ] Provide warm (not hot) drinks - No alcohol or caffeine.
[ ] Use warm compresses on the chest, neck, and groin.
[ ] Avoid direct heat sources like hot water - This can cause shock.
[ ] If unconscious, perform CPR until medical help arrives.

5. Cold Water Survival Time Chart
Water Temperature 50-60°F (10-15°C): Exhaustion in 1-2 hours; survival time 1-6 hours.

Water Temperature 40-50°F (4-10°C): Exhaustion in 30-60 minutes; survival time 1-3 hours.

Water Temperature 32-40°F (0-4°C): Exhaustion in 15-30 minutes; survival time 30-90 minutes.

Water Temperature Below 32°F (0°C): Immediate shock; exhaustion in under 15 minutes; survival
time under 30 minutes.

6. Preventing Cold Water Accidents
[ ] Check weather and water conditions before heading out.
[ ] Always wear a life jacket, even if you are a strong swimmer.
[ ] Dress in layers and use waterproof, insulated gear.
[ ] Avoid alcohol and drugs - They impair judgment and heat regulation.
[ ] Stay within designated boating and swimming areas.
[ ] Have a cold water rescue plan - Carry throw ropes, blankets, and extra clothing.
[ ] Tell someone your plans and expected return time before heading out.

Final Thoughts
Cold water exposure can be fatal, but proper preparation and response can save lives.
Understanding how to recognize and treat hypothermia, practicing cold water survival techniques,
and using preventive measures can drastically improve your chances of survival in an emergency.
Always respect the dangers of cold water, stay informed, and be prepared for the unexpected.

Stay prepared. Stay alive. Knowledge saves lives!


