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Smart Start Hints: Heat Safety- Leaving Children in Cars
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It’s the middle of June and the high’s are reaching the upper 90s.  Your driving home from work and have just picked up your child from daycare. You hurry to buckle her in her car seat and crank the car to get the air conditioning going. Once started, the empty gas light appears.  You drive to the nearest gas station and cut off the car to pump the gas. When you reach for the handle you see the sign “Please prepay before pumping” and the pumps do not accept credit cards. You glance back at your little bundle of joy and she has fallen asleep. Instead of disturbing her, you rush into the store to pay and find a few people in line. As you anxiously wait in line keeping an eye on your car, you finally reach the counter and the cashier swipes your card. Rushing back out to the car you start filling up the car with gas. The handle clicks to let you know the car is full. You get in and glance back to check on your little one to see her face is extremely red. In a panic you get her out, a white ring has formed around her mouth and she is quickly losing consciousness. You grab your cell phone to call 911. When the ambulance arrives the paramedics begin to treat her for hyperthermia, also know as heat stroke. After what seems like hours she begins to regain her normal color and you feel a small sense of relief, because the situation could have been much worse.    
This scenario may seem extreme, but already in 2008 there have been at least seven deaths of infants and children after being left inside a hot vehicle. With temperature climbing Smart Start would like all parent to be aware of the risks involved with leaving infants and young children alone in a car on a hot day.  Last year there were a total of at least thirty-five such fatalities in the United States due to hyperthermia after they were left in hot cars, trucks, vans and SUV's. Since 1998 there have been at least a total of 364 of these needless tragedies.  This study shows that these incidents can occur on days with relatively mild (i.e., ~ 70 degrees F) temperatures and vehicles can occur reach life-threatening temperatures very rapidly.  The following is a list of  average elapsed times with their coordinating temperature rises 
· In 10 minutes the internal temperature of a car will increase by 19 deg F (Example: 75 deg F outside: 94 deg F inside car
· In 20 minutes the internal temperature of a car will increase by 29 deg F (Example: 75 deg F outside: 104 deg F inside car)
· In 30 minutes the internal temperature of a car will increase by 34 deg F (Example: 75 deg F outside: 109 deg F inside car)
· In 60 minutes the internal temperature of a car will increase by 43 deg F  (Example: 75 deg F outside: 118 deg F inside car)
According to Elaine Pomeranz, M.D., the medical director for the at the University of Michigan Health System , the following health information should be considered by parents and guardians to best understand the risks involved with leaving young children and infants alone in cars:
A child's health: 

· Heat exhaustion and heat stroke can occur rapidly in enclosed vehicles. A recent General Motors and SAFE KIDS Coalition study found that children are more vulnerable to heat because a child's body temperature increases three to five times faster than that of an adult. Heat stroke in infants is primarily associated with increased environmental temperatures or poor fluid intake.

· Heat stroke occurs rapidly in infants who are ill or have other predisposed health conditions - but even healthy infants are at high risk when left in a hot car.

· Heat stroke can occur in a matter of minutes for young children and infants.

· With heat stroke, children's skin become red, and they are unable to produce sweat to reduce their core body temperature. Children's heart rates then quicken, and they eventually become confused and lose consciousness before their organ systems begin to fail.

· "Cracking" the windows enough to let in air but to keep others out is not an effective way to avoid the heat risks involved with leaving a child alone in a car on a hot day.

· Adults are less sensitive to heat than young children. So even if temperature inside of a car doesn't feel to hot for an adult, it may be fatal for young children.

· Seek emergency medical attention if you know or think that your child has been exposed to high temperatures by having been left in or accidentally trapped in a car. 
If you would like more information on child safety and health related issues, please contact the Wilkes Smart Start office at 838-0977.
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