
UNDERSTAND AND IDENTIFY RISK

Environmental factors are those related to the weather
and our surroundings: for example, air temperature,
humidity, radiant heat, and air movement. 
Factors related to job activities – working with heavy
machinery, high levels of exertion, inadequate breaks
for rest and hydration – can also put farmers at risk.

. 

Each individual also has personal risk factors that
may cause increased risk. These could include age
(children and the elderly do not regulate temperature
as well), some medications, pregnancy, health
conditions (e.g., diabetes, high blood pressure, having
a cold), or behaviors (e.g., not getting enough sleep,
consuming caffeine or alcohol).

PLAN, PREPARE, AND PREVENT

FARMER SAFETY IN EXTREME HEAT
Heat is the leading cause of weather-related death in the U.S. In the past 50 years, average summer temperatures have
increased across the U.S., and many regions are experiencing a rise in the annual number of hotter-than-normal summer
days. These trends are expected to continue. On farms, high heat can affect not only crops and livestock, but also farmers,
who are at increased risk of heat-related illness. Farmers can learn to identify risks, take prevention measures, recognize the
early signs of heat illness, and respond quickly to stay healthy and minimize disruptions to farm operations. 

What does heat do to the body?

When we’re hot, our bodies need to work harder to cool
down and keep our core temperature in a safe range.
Humidity makes this more difficult. Strenuous activity also
increases our core temperature. When it’s hot, humid, and
we’re active, it is especially challenging for the body to
cool down. This stress on the body can affect our brains,
heart, lungs, kidneys, and endocrine system.

Heat illness is affected by environmental,
occupational, and personal risk factors.

There are several ways farmers can choose to mitigate heat risk:

Monitoring
Monitor forecasts and current weather conditions and plan accordingly. Use resources such as weather.gov to
track heat advisories and extreme heat warnings. For the most accurate “real feel” temp on the farm, invest in a
wet bulb globe thermometer, which takes into account temp, humidity, wind speed, sun angle, and cloud cover. 

Prevention

Hydration: Start the workday hydrated; avoid beverages with high sugar, high caffeine, or alcohol; stay hydrated
throughout the day by drinking cool or cold water with a salty snack-- at least 8 oz every 30 minutes. It is much easier to
stay hydrated than come back from dehydration. Remember that thirst is a delayed response, and means you are likely
already dehydrated.
Sun protection: Wear loose-fitting, light-colored clothing and a wide-brimmed hat. Apply (and reapply!) sunscreen with a
minimum 30 SPF anywhere skin is exposed.
Take breaks: Frequent breaks can help your body stay cool and hydrated. The frequency and duration of breaks, along
with how much water to drink per hour, depends on the real feel temperature as well as the strenuousness of the work
you’re doing.

With prevention measures, farmers can significantly reduce risk of negative effects from extreme heat.

http://weather.gov/
https://www.weather.gov/news/211009-WBGT


Heat Exhaustion
Feeling faint, tired, dizzy, or confused ⬥ Sweating, feeling thirsty
Cool, clammy skin ⬥ Rapid, weak pulse ⬥Nausea, vomiting
Muscle cramps

Heat Stroke
Throbbing headache, confusion ⬥Hot, red, dry or damp skin 
Body temp of 103F or higher ⬥ Rapid, strong pulse ⬥ Nausea
Loss of consciousness, fainting

RESPOND

Provide information: Use signs or provide printed materials on staying safe in the heat. Use a language and format that
is easy to understand. Create a “Hot Day SOP” with procedures to follow and conditions for when they go into effect.
Delegate: Designate a “Heat Safety Officer” to be in charge of monitoring and implementing farm policy related to heat.
Foster a culture of hydration: Encourage employees to take water breaks; provide shaded water stations, personalized
water bottles, and clean and accessible bathrooms.
Create a “heat acclimatization plan”: Follow the “20% rule” to keep people safe and keep productivity at its highest.
This means workers should increase either their workload or heat exposure by 20% over 7-14 days, with adjustments for
those with previous exposure or risk factors.
Adjust work hours: The day is hottest between 11 am - 6 pm. Shift the most strenuous activities to off-peak hours.
Use the buddy system: Pair workers together to monitor each other for symptoms of heat stress. Don’t assign workers
to work alone in the heat.
Use a “heat illness response kit”: Have a designated place for cooling materials (e.g., ice baths, cool clothes, shaded
areas, fans) and other supplies (e.g., a body temperature thermometer, electrolyte tablets, calamine lotion).

SCAN THE QR COD E FOR RE FE RENCES AND AD D ITIONAL RESOURCES

It is vital to be able to identify and respond to signs of heat illness, especially in rural communities that may be far away
from healthcare centers. Symptoms of heat illness can build, and it is important to take action as quickly as possible to stop
early symptoms from progressing to heat exhaustion and heat stroke.

SIGNS & SYMPTOMS RESPONSE & TREATMENTS
Rash
red, itchy skin bumps

Keep the skin clean and dry; use calamine lotion or baby
powder

Cramps
painful muscle spasms in the arms, leg, and belly

Dizziness or fainting

Water, rest, shade; have a snack

Water, rest, shade; elevate legs

Water, rest, shade ⬥ Elevate legs ⬥ Lay on side if vomiting
⬥ Use cool, wet cloths
Get medical help if symptoms last more than 1 hour

Call 911! This is a life threatening emergency.
Move to shade ⬥ Elevate legs ⬥ Lay on side if vomiting ⬥
Use cool, wet cloths or a cool bath

MILD

SEVERE

Farm owners can choose to create policies and systems to reduce the risk of heat illness. This is not only
important for health and safety, but also can minimize disruptions to farm operations and limit liability risk.

Employer Actions

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, lender, and employer.

This fact sheet was developed by Kate Holcomb, ORISE Fellow with the USDA Northeast Climate Hub, from a webinar by Kent
Boyd, DNP, RN, PHN, of the University of Minnesota Climate Adaptation Partnership. Additional authors include Rachel Schattman,
University of Maine; and Marlee Giacometti, American Farmland Trust.

http://adaptationfellows.net/fact-sheets

