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Dehydration 
 

Donaldson Cross Country Challenge  
 
Why is Dehydration so Dangerous? 

 
Dehydration occurs when these losses through vomit, urine & sweat are 
not replaced adequately and a deficit of water and electrolytes develops. 
  
Dehydration is the loss of water and salts from the body. The human body 
needs water to maintain enough blood and other fluids to function properly. 
 

Along with the fluids, the body also needs electrolytes, which are salts 
normally found in blood, other fluids, and cells. The body may lose fluids in 
a variety of ways: 

• when urinating 

• when you vomit or have diarrhoea 

• when sweating (even in winter months) 

• from the lungs during normal breathing. 
 

If the body loses a substantial amount of fluids and salts and they are not 
quickly replaced the body starts to "dry up" or get dehydrated.  
 

Severe dehydration can cause death. 
 

The usual causes of dehydration are a lot of diarrhoea and vomiting but 
can also occur if you do not eat or drink much during an illness or if you do 
not drink enough during or after strenuous exercise.  
 

What are the symptoms of dehydration?  
The degree of dehydration is graded according to signs and symptoms that 
reflect the amount of fluid lost: 
 
In the early stages of dehydration, there are no signs or symptoms.  
Early features are difficult to detect but include dryness of mouth and thirst 
 

As dehydration increases, these signs and symptoms develop: 
� Thirst                                                                         
� Restless  
� Irritable behaviour                                                     
� Decreased skin turgor 
� Dry mucous membranes                                          
� Sunken eyes 
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Symptoms of early or mild dehydration include: 

� Flushed face (Red Appearance) 
� Extreme thirst (more than normal or unable to drink) 
� Dry, warm skin 
� Cannot pass urine or reduced amounts with a dark yellow 

appearance  
� Dizziness made worse when you are standing 
� Weakness 
� Cramping in the arms and legs 
� Sleepy or irritable 
� Headaches 
� Dry mouth & tongue with thick saliva. 

 

Symptoms of moderate to severe dehydration include: 
� Low blood pressure 
� Fainting 
� Severe muscle contractions in the arms, legs, stomach, and back 
� Convulsions 
� A bloated stomach 
� Heart failure 
� Sunken dry eyes 
� Skin loses its firmness and looks wrinkled 
� Lack of elasticity of the skin (when a bit of skin lifted up stays folded 

and takes a long time to go back to its normal position) 
� Rapid and deep breathing - faster than normal 
� Fast, weak pulse 

 

In severe dehydration, these effects become more pronounced and the 
patient may develop evidence of hypovolaemic shock (loss of volume), 
including:  

� Diminished consciousness,  
� Lack of urine output,  
� Cool moist extremities,  
� A rapid and feeble pulse (the radial pulse may be undetectable),  
� Low or undetectable blood pressure, and peripheral cyanosis. 

 
Death follows soon if rehydration is not started quickly. 

 

 
Treatment 
 

Correction of a dehydrated state is accomplished by the replenishment of 
necessary water and electrolytes (rehydration).  
Even in the case of serious lack of fresh water ,drinking sea water  
or urine does not help, nor does the consumption of alcohol.  
 

When dehydrated, unnecessary sweating should be avoided, as it wastes 
water. If there is only dry food, it is better not to eat, as water is necessary 
for digestion.  
 

The best treatment for minor dehydration is consumption of an electrolyte-
balanced fluid like a sports drink (Powerade or Energade).  
 

For severe cases of dehydration where fainting, unconsciousness, or any 
other severely inhibiting symptom is present (the patient is incapable of 
standing or thinking clearly), emergency attention is required.  
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Fluids will be given through via intravenous administration and within a few 
hours, the patient will return to normal unless a complication occurs. 
 

Avoiding dehydration 
A person's body loses, during an average day in a temperate climate such 
as Cape Town, approximately 2.5 litres of water. This can be through the 
lungs as water vapor, through the skin as sweat, or through 
the kidneys urine.    
 

During vigorous exercise or in a hot environment, it is easy to lose several 
times this amount. Heavy exercise in high temperatures could cause the 
loss of over 2.5 litres of fluid per hour, which exceeds the body's 
absorptive capacity. 
 

The average adult should excrete 1ml of urine, per Kg body weight per 
minute and accordingly replace such fluid.  
 

The best way of avoiding dehydration is to regularly take sips of water and 
a relative isotonic liquid as Powerade, to keep hydration levels in check. As 
this is not always possible for competitors, when a rest is being taken, food 
substance with sufficient amount of fluids should be taken.  
 

The best method of treatment for dehydration is in taking a pro-active 
approach by 

� being aware of what causes it  
� be aware of your surroundings and  
� hydrate as regular as possible.  

 
Look after yourself out there and enjoy the racing.  

 
 
 
 
 
Cornelis van Schalkwyk  
Chief Medical Coordinator 


