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How do you prevent altitude sickness?

Off on a climb? Whether you're an experienced mountaineer or a charity
fundraiser doing a once-in-a-lifetime trip, you need to be aware of the risks
to your health when you climb to high altitudes. Familiarising yourself with
the symptoms of altitude sickness and taking steps to minimise the risk
before your trip could prevent a great deal of suffering - and even save
your life.

What is altitude sickness?

Altitude sickness is an illness that may develop when you reach a height of
2500 metres above sea level.

"There is a particular risk if you ascend too quickly, without giving your body
time to adjust to lower oxygen levels,” explains James Moore, director of
Exeter Travel Clinic. "Symptoms, which include headache, nauseaq, dizziness
and fatigue at higher altitude, should never be ignored, as the condition
can worsen, leading to high-altitude pulmonary oedema (HAPE) - a build-
up of fluid in the lungs - or to high-altitude cerebral oedema (HACE) - a
build-up of fluid in the brain. Both of these can be fatal.”

Anyone climbing or travelling to 2500 metres above sea level or higher may
develop altitude sickness. In the UK you're safe, as even Ben Nevis - the
highest mountain - is only 1344 metres.

However, in some popular holiday destinations, you need to be careful. "You
may reach 3500 metres in the Alps going skiing,” explains Moore. "Although
because people are going up and down, the risk is lower. Those at higher
risk are people who are doing some of the higher mountain hikes, such as
the Everest base camp trek, Kilimanjaro, or some of the higher passes on
the Inca Trail.”
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Does being fit minimise risk?

It would be easy to assume that physical strength can play a part in
preventing altitude sickness. However, the condition is caused primarily by
rapid ascent rather than lack of fitness or preparation, and you are at a
slightly higher risk if you've experienced altitude sickness before.

Even if you've climbed mountains without experiencing this condition, you
may well find yourself suffering on your next trip.

How can | prevent altitude sickness?

Whilst altitude sickness may not be entirely preventable, you can minimise
your risk by ensuring you don't ascend too quickly.

"Guidelines suggest that climbers don't ascend more than 500 metres per
day once they've reached 3000 metres,” says Moore. "And take a rest day
every third or fourth day. So when planning your trip, look at the speed of
ascent and make sure you stay within limits."

It's also important to ensure that you are adequately hydrated and avoid
alcohol.

Acetazolamide - a prescription medicine - can also be used to reduce the
risk of acute mountain sickness developing, and reduce the symptoms of
altitude sickness. It's not usually available on the NHS, but many
pharmacists offer a service where they can provide it as part of their travel
health service. It's important to discuss this medication with your GP,
specialist travel nurse or pharmacist to ensure you take the correct dose.

What should | do if | develop symptoms?

If you develop any of the symptoms of altitude sickness, it's important not
to climb any higher until your symptoms have disappeared. If your
symptoms persist it's advisable to descend to a lower level where it is
easier to breathe. If your symptoms become severe, it's important to seek
urgent medical attention.

As well as acetazolamide, milder symptoms can also be alleviated with
over-the-counter remedies, such as paracetamol for headaches, and anti-
sickness medication for any feelings of nausea you experience.
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Taking a risk

Sadly, despite our knowledge of altitude sickness, people die every year
from HAPE and HACE whilst climbing. Any symptoms of altitude sickness
should be taken seriously, and the charity Altitude.org advises that if you
develop the symptoms you should assume "you have altitude sickness
unless proven otherwise”.

"People sometimes feel they need to press on. Perhaps they've spent a lot of
money going to Everest base camp or Kilimanjaro and feel determined to
get to the top,” explains Moore. "Or you might have people around you who
don't recognise the symptoms and aren't willing to turn back.

"A lot of people are spurred on because they're raising money for charity;
and they force themselves to ascend too high, too quickly.”

Be altitude aware

Setting yourself a challenge and having to turn back is a disappointing
outcome. However, it's important that you don't risk your health by ignoring
or downplaying symptoms. If you're planning a trip, make sure you take
note of the symptoms of altitude sickness so that you can spot warning
signs in yourself and others.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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