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KEEPING KIDS SAFE: AVOIDING HEATSTROKE

By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

The excessively hot weather in Aransas County and throughout most of the nation, in recent weeks has been a daily consideration for most of us.  Being hot for too long, especially while active, is known to cause many heat illnesses, all grouped under the name heatstroke.   In cars and trucks, where the temperature heats up rapidly on a sunny day, it can be a particular problem.  Children and infants are one group particularly sensitive to this.  

“Texas consistently ranks among the states hardest hit by heatstroke fatalities”, according to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration.  Heatstroke occurs when a person’s temperature reaches 104 degrees.  If the body can’t cool itself fast enough, the core temperature rises to dangerous levels.  

A study of heatstroke deaths of children in vehicles from 1998 through 2011, conducted by the Department of Geosciences at San Francisco State University, showed the following. Approximately 52 percent of heatstroke deaths among children in vehicles occurred when the child was “forgotten” by a distracted parent or caregiver; 30 percent of deaths happened when young children were playing in an unattended vehicle or trunk, and 17 percent occurred when a child was intentionally left in a vehicle.

When the temperature is 90 degrees in just 10 minutes the temperature in a car or truck can rise to 110 degrees; and within 30 minutes it can reach 125 degrees. Surprisingly, leaving the windows “cracked” open 1.5 inches did not make much impact in slowing the rate of temperature increase, or in the final temperature reached, in a study published in Pediatric magazine in July 2005. Even on a 75 degree day, the temperature inside a vehicle can reach almost 100 degrees in just 10 minutes.  

According to Safe Kids USA, these are potentially deadly temperatures, especially to children, whose bodies overheat three to five times faster than adults’ bodies.  Infants and children under four years old are at the greatest risk for heat-related illness because children’s internal temperature controls are not as efficient as those of adults.  In a hot car, a child’s body temperature may rise to 106 degrees within 10-15 minutes.  Without emergency treatment, heatstroke can lead to death or permanent brain injury, blindness, and the loss of hearing, among other problems.
Heatstroke deaths and injuries often occur when a child gets into an unlocked vehicle to play without the parent knowing.  Surprising though it may be, a change in routine or distractions have caused many parents and caregivers to accidentally leave sleeping children behind in the backseat. 

In Texas it is against the law to leave a child unattended in a vehicle.  Texas state law says, “A person commits an offense if he or she intentionally or knowingly leaves a child in a motor vehicle for longer than 5 minutes knowing that the child is: younger than 7 years of age and;
Not attended by an individual in the vehicle who is 14 years of age or older.”

To avoid heatstroke-related injury and death of children in vehicles, the following are recommended by Texas Department of State Health Services, and Safe Kids USA:

· Never leave your child unattended in a car, even if the windows are down and a windshield shade is in place, even just to run a quick errand.

· Never leave your car keys where children can get them.

· Keep car doors and trunks locked at all times, even in the garage or driveway, to keep kids from getting in vehicles when they are not supposed to.

· Teach children not to play in or around cars.

· Dial 911 immediately if you see an unattended child in a vehicle.  Follow the instructions that emergency personnel provide – they are trained to determine if a child is in danger.

· Make sure that the seat belt and seat surface are not too hot before buckling up your child.

· When you and your children exit the car, place a windshield shade in front and back windows to help cut down on the heat.

· Make sure all children leave the vehicle when you reach your destination.  Don't overlook sleeping infants.

Create reminders and habits that give you and your child’s caregiver a safety net:

· Make a habit of looking in the vehicle—front and back—before locking the door and walking away;

· Put a purse, gym bag, cell phone, or other item needed at your next stop in the back seat, or write a note or put a stuffed animal in the driver’s view to indicate a child is in the back seat, to ensure no child is accidentally left in the vehicle.

· Set the alarm on your cell phone or computer calendar as a reminder to drop your child off at childcare.  Children have been accidentally left in the car all day when the parent forgot to drop them off and went to work.  

· Keep the rear fold-down seats closed to prevent kids from getting into the trunk from inside the car.

· Contact your auto dealership about getting your vehicle retrofitted with a trunk release mechanism if it doesn’t have one.

· If your child does get locked inside a car, and you can’t get him or her out, call 911 or your local emergency number immediately.
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