
Cold weather is more than just
low temperatures and snow. 
The insidious nature of

dropping temperatures means
some of the worse cold weather-related
incidents occur when the temperature is
above freezing. This is when you need
to start taking proper precautions. 

When the temperature drops, even to
just 50°F, hyperthermia can set in and
can have a serious impact on your safety
and your equipment.

Proper Clothing Is Critical 
When temperatures start to drop,

your body tries to compensate for losing
warmth. The body is trying to preserve
heat and pull it away from the skin.
Blood starts to pool in your internal core
to protect your muscles, organs, and
brain. 

As the blood pulls away from toes
and fingers to protect the core, your 
extremities are vulnerable to heat loss.
So even at low temperatures, it is critical-
ly important to wear proper protective
clothing or get out of the colder temper-
ature so you can maintain warmth in
your extremities. 

Wind and moisture in the air also 
affect temperature drops as well as heat
loss from your body. If you are sweat-
ing, you need to take precautions. Peo-
ple are tempted to strip off clothing, but
it is better to wear clothing that absorbs
or removes the sweat from your body
rather than stripping down. If wind can
permeate the wet clothing, your body
will start to cool at an accelerated rate.

It’s the same effect as when sweat evap-
orates on a hot day and cools the body. 

As the temperature starts to get
lower, even a one-degree difference
from 33° to 32° can cause rain to turn 
to freezing rain or snow. When the tem-
perature drops to where moisture can
freeze, make sure you have on the right
clothing.

Light jacket, gloves, long-sleeved
shirt, and remember to cover your head,
as that is where you lose most of your
heat. Choose a hardhat with liner that
covers the ears and neck. Liners have
different thermal capacities, so match it
with the temperatures. Even a stocking
cap or baseball hat preserves heat loss. 

If the temperature is in the single 
digits, it’s important to layer properly.
Using wicking-type clothing pulls per-
spiration away from the body. The sci-
ence and technology that has gone into
good clothing for cold temperatures is
amazing. Today’s clothing provides 
a level of comfort that allows you to
work in extreme cold without the risk of
hypothermia or frostbite. 

If the forecast changes for the better,
you can always remove layers of cloth-
ing. But if it changes for the worst, you
can’t layer on clothing you didn’t bring.
Thermal clothing with good wicking
material is great for layering. 

Wear longer socks that come up the
calves, and long underwear, and a good
jacket that protects from the wind. Make
sure you have good thick waterproof
gloves and you may even need to layer
gloves. Waterproof footwear is appro-
priate for all conditions. Leather shoes
are good for dry conditions, but you
might also need safety boots, proper
sock thickness, or boot liners. 

While I don’t necessarily push them,
pocket warmers, instant heat bags, and
battery-powered thermal socks with heat
grids are not bad tools for warding off
the cold and are available through safety
supply companies. 

Added Precautions 
in Cold Weather

Refrain from alcoholic beverages and
the urban myth of its warming effect
when working in the cold. Also, be cau-
tious about drinking too much the night
before as alcohol may still be in your
blood system the next day. 

Hot liquids are okay, but studies
show it is actually more beneficial to
drink cooler liquids when you’re cold.
Temperature sensors in the tongue tell
the brain to warm up the body when you
drink cool liquids and warmer liquids
tell the brain to cool down the body. You
also need additional fuel when burning
many calories trying to maintain an 
internal temperature, so don’t forget to
eat well.

Check your fingers and toes to see if
they are turning pale or starting to feel
numb. The first sign of frostbite is fin-
gers and toes turning white because
blood is being pulled away from them to

Working Safe in Cold Weather 
Prepare for winter conditions before you travel to the job site.   
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protect the body’s core. That’s a sign it’s
time to warm them back up. Take fre-
quent breaks to get out of the weather
conditions and let your limbs, toes, and
fingers get warm. 

Plan Ahead to Play It Safe
If you’re going to a job site that’s 

elevated, a flat area, or in some other
area subject to extreme temperatures,
cold rain, or snow—or the temperature
has been dropping throughout the day—
it can be critical to do some planning
ahead of time. 

Think about what you could come
across at the job site and what extra
clothing you might need to take along
with you. Focus on what activities
you’ll be doing, where you’re going,
what equipment you’re taking, and the
risks involved in getting to the work site
when driving through the cold in winter
conditions.  

Consider whether you should post-
pone operations for the day and resched-
ule them when conditions improve. If
weather puts you, your coworkers, or
your equipment at risk, is it worth it to

proceed or can it be done another day?
Don’t ever put job completion before
job safety.

Vehicle safety measures should be
considered during this planning stage.
Anticipating the weather and paying
close attention to driving conditions is
important when driving heavy equip-
ment in colder temperatures, as road
conditions can change at any time.

If you’re drilling off the road and
conditions get mushy, you could find
yourself working on unstable surfaces.
You may think the ground is frozen
when it may not be frozen enough to
pull heavy equipment. 

Motorized vehicles need to be win-
terized and equipped with ice scrapers,
anti-freeze, snow chains, and windshield
cleaner. Check the tires and make sure
the vehicle you are driving is appropri-
ate for the conditions and has front-
wheel-drive or all-wheel-drive rather
than rear-wheel-drive. 

Equipment Gets Cold Too
A lot of metal compounds and plas-

tics have good temperature ranges, but
cold can alter physical properties. Tools
and equipment can become more brittle.

The biggest hazard is breakage and
things flying through the air. Drill
shafts, augers, cables, hand tools can all
be affected. They can fail in the frigid
air and become airborne missiles.  

Make sure equipment is in good con-
dition. Maintenance in the winter goes
without saying to prevent failure in tem-
perature extremes. 

Exposure to cold can lead to serious
illness and injuries, but we can protect
ourselves by preparing and remember-
ing conditions in winter can change 
rapidly once temperatures drop to zero.
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Check Out NGWA Bookstore
for Safety Tools
Go to the NGWA® Online Bookstore at
www.NGWA.org for safety resources
that will help keep you and your crew
safe at the job site. There are products
for new employees as well as manage-
ment. Among the newest items is a
DVD titled Pump Safe, Pump Smart, 
a DVD designed to help you and your
staff learn about the hazards of pump
installation and service.
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