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Avoiding Altitude

What is Altitude Sickness?
"Altitude Sickness" refers to the group of illnesses due to exposure to high altitude and anyone ascending to
altitudes over 2450 metres is at risk. Age and ﬁtness play only a minor role. The incidence and severity of
illness increases with altitude and the symptoms largely reflect the various organs response to inadequate
oxygen supply. In general, the chance of developing AS is 10% at an altitude of 2300m, 40% at 3000m and
70% in rapid ascent to 4500m.
Acute Mountain Sickness (AMS)
The commonest form is known as Acute Mountain Sickness, AMS. The main systems affected are the lungs
and the brain and the symptoms of mild AMS typically include headache, nausea, loss of appetite, poor
sleep and poor concentration or just a general feeling of being unwell –much like a flu or hangover. These
symptoms can take a few hours to a few days to develop and serve as an important warning to rest at the
same altitude for 24-48 hours.
Severe Altitude Sickness
Severe AS can be fatal. There are two forms:
HAPE (High Altitude Pulmonary Oedema) often occurs on the second night after ascent to altitude and can
affect 3% of travellers ascending above 3000m. Symptoms include shortness of breath, a cough and blood
stained sputum.
HACE (High Altitude Cerebral Oedema) usually presents several days after onset of AMS and is very
uncommon <3050m. It is characterised by ataxia, confusion and unusual behaviour and can lead to coma
and death.
Prevention
The most effective way to avoid AMS is gradual acclimatisation and slow ascent. Travellers are advised not
to climb more than 300 meters a day above an altitude of 3000m & don’t ascend to sleep at a new altitude if
suffering symptoms. Drink extra fluids, avoid alcohol and a high carbohydrate diet prior to acclimatisation
can also help. Those who fly to high altitude must spend time acclimatising on arrival and “Climb high, sleep
low” is the key. Drugs such as Diamox may be useful for some people that are flying to altitude as they can
speed up acclimatisation.

For more detailed information see our Travel Vaccination Health Care Book
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