EWP Strikes Back at Heat Stress: 

Preventive Actions Implemented

The hot season is already upon us, especially in the South. And heat can weaken, injure, even kill. After a couple scary incidents involving heat stress in veneer mills, Cathy Slater, then vice president of Veneer Technologies, commissioned a study—“Keepin’ Cool: Fluids and Fuel”—last summer at the Dodson, La., veneer mill to identify steps to stop heat stress cold. (The study was funded by a popular sports drink.)

“I didn’t want to see any more of our people threatened by heat stress,” she says. “Managing in the heat is more than just trying to get through it. Heat injuries are preventable.” 
Factors that increase the of heat illness


The study identified a number of factors that increase the risk of heat illness. These include: 
· Previous sun/heat exposure prior to working shifts

· Increased physical activity during the shift, especially with process upset conditions

· Poor heat acclimatization for new employees

· Some medications (check with your doctor)

· Inappropriate clothing (light, loose summer clothing unless working around rotation machinery)
· Poor diet (avoid saturated fat, sugar and salt)

“Although I was surprised to learn how well our people were acclimated to the heat, I learned that the vast majority of people in the study were not fueling their bodies properly for working in hot conditions,” says Ron Edinger, mill manager. “Of course, nutrition alone is not enough and proper hydration should also be incorporated into a good heat-illness-prevention program.”

In response to the study, Veneer Technologies developed a heat-stress standard and a Heat Illness and Injury Prevention Program that is in effect from May to September. The standard requires leaders “to encourage workers during hot weather to increase their fluid intake, monitor how they feel in response to hot work environments and to readily report concerns of discomfort.” 
At any time, workers feeling discomfort are encouraged to take a rest break. When the heat index rises beyond safe levels, mill managers will adjust shift schedules and working conditions—and, if temperatures soar, even shut down the mill. That’s getting serious about heat stress.
Extending the program

When Slater became vice president of all engineered wood products mills, she extended the heat-stress standard and program to the new mills under her leadership. 

Here’s a list of some of the steps already taken in EWP mills:

· Sugar-free electrolyte drinks have been made readily available in fluid or powder form (surprisingly, the sports drink that funded the study isn’t the best choice ).

· Oranges, apples, bananas and occasionally other fruits are offered to workers at the worksite.

· Nutritious snacks are stocked in vending machines.

· Scales are available at the worksite and employees are encouraged to weigh themselves during their shifts for significant weight loss (indicating fluid loss).

· “Pee tests” are available in the restrooms. (Yes, people can tell from the color of their urine whether they’re in danger of heat stress.)

· Blood pressure cuffs also are available at the worksite. (A drop in blood pressure is a warning sign.)
· Regular education about heat stress is provided at safety meetings, on mill message boards and through other mill media.

· Tarps will be placed over outdoor work sites if the temperature is high.

Slater has shared the Dodson study and resulting best practices with all iLevel teams. She doesn’t know how many other iLevel businesses or locations experience the temperature extremes and high humidity of a Southern veneer mill (most especially pulling sheets of veneer from a dryer). However, she recommends that all iLevel business leaders review which job functions put associates at most risk for heat illness and then create mitigation plans based upon a heat index.

Chris Redfearn, the company’s director of Environment, Health and Safety, says heat stress or stroke is uncommon at most Weyerhaeuser facilities, at least according to reported incidents. However, he say heat illness can be misdiagnosed and misreported—or not reported at all. “But if someone does suffer significant heat stress, he or she can wind up on intravenous solution in the hospital. And heat stroke can cause death.”
A partnership between mill leaders and all individuals

What’s happening with heat-stress prevention in EWP is a partnership between mill leadership and other mill employees. Mill leaders are responsible for making sure working conditions remain within acceptable heat-stress levels and that proper information, preventive equipment and nutrition are available. Everyone is responsible for taking individual actions to protect themselves.


It’s all part of creating a culture of caring,” Slater concludes. “That’s the only way to sustain safety performance.”

[Sidebar] Symptoms of Heat Stress/Stroke and What You Should Do
Heat stress or stroke occurs when the body produces or absorbs more heat than it can dissipate.
Heat Stress
· Headaches, dizziness, lightheadedness or fainting

· Weakness and moist skin

· Mood changes such as irritability of confusion

· Upset stomach or vomiting

Heat Stroke
· Dry, hot skin with no sweating

· Mental confusion or losing consciousness

· Seizures or convulsions

Preventive Measures
· Know the signs and symptoms of heat-related illnesses

· Monitor yourself and co-workers

· Block out direct sun or other heat sources

· Use cooling fans or air-conditioning

· Rest regularly

· Drink a lot of water—about one cup every 15 minutes

· Wear lightweight, light colored, loose-fitting clothes if possible

· Avoid alcohol, caffeinated drinks, or heavy meals

What to do for heat-related illness

· Immediately call 911 (or follow your site’s emergency response procedure)

· Move the worker to a cool, shaded area

· Loosen or remove heavy clothing

· Provide cool drinking water 
· Fan and mist the person with water, even apply bags of ice if necessary
For more information, go to the company’s “Thermal Extremes” web page.
PAGE  
4

