
Introduction to Hiking Safety seminar 
LIGHTNING 

 
BACKGROUND 
 Our unique Colorado mountain environment is a generator of lightning storms. Only   
Florida has more lightning deaths in a year. Lightning is serious hazard to climbers and 
backcountry travelers. Afternoon thunderstorms are a classic element of Colorado weather. 
Across the United States, an average of 54 lightning fatalities occur in a year. Deaths represent 
only 10% of all lightning injuries.  
 
HOW LIGHTNING CAN HURT YOU 
 The classic bolt of lightning: You may be hit directly by lightning. Such strikes can 
contain 30,000 amps of electricity. Household current is 15 amps. 
 Air currents: The electric charges pulse from the tops of elevated objects receiving a 
direct strike. Often, these are mountaintops and ridges, tall trees, radio towers or even 
individuals standing in open areas. 
 Ground currents: From the point of a lightning strike, electricity travels via the point of 
least resistance through the ground. This is most likely to happen through wet ground, along a 
wet climbing rope, crevices filled with water or tree root systems. 
 Mechanical injury: In addition to damage caused by a direct hit, lightning can cause a 
concussion wave to occur, similar to a demolition explosion. This can hurt you in many ways, 
including damaging your hearing. Vision may be effected by the visible and ultraviolet radiation 
of the electric arc. Voltage running through your body may stop heart and respiratory function. 
Third degree burning can occur to organs and skin. 
 A wide range of symptoms can result from after a lightning strike. These include loss of 
short term memory, personality change, forgetfulness, headaches, ringing in the ears and 
dizziness. Delayed symptoms may include seizure-like activity, depression, difficulty carrying on 
conversations and pain from back injury. 
 
WEATHER ALERT 
 Literally, lightning may occur “out of the blue” sky from far distant storms but most 
often, approaching storms can be predicted by weather authorities and/or by observing local 
weather conditions. Cumulonimbus clouds build and thunder rumbles as a warning. A corona 
effect may be sensed. Here, an electrostatic field builds and often causes a buzzing or sizzling 
sound, tingling or standing up of hair on your head or arms, and the smell of ozone (an irritating 
‘swimming pool’ odor). In the evening, a faint glow might be present. Such events often mean a 
discharge is immanent.  
 
REDUCING BACKCOUNTRY LIGHTNING THREAT 

1. Be mindful of weather conditions. A classic alpinist safety measure is to get an early 
climbing start and plan to be off the mountain summit by 12:00 noon. 

2. In questionable conditions, avoid areas with dangerous elements, such as tall trees and 
exposed ridgelines. Get out of rivers and lakes, avoid shorelines. 

3. Stay out of gullies, ditches or any drainage with water in it. 
4. Avoid mine shafts, caves and overhangs unless they are clearly dry, deep and spacious. 
5. If climbing, begin descent immediately and fix a rope and attach yourself via a jumar or 

prusik knot in case you become unconscious.  



6. If you are in a group, spread out the party. Stay within sight but be at least 30 feet from 
each other. 

7. If low rocks are available, crouch on them. Try on to be the highest object in the area. 
8. Set aside metal objects. They do not attract lightning, but they do conduct it. Place aside 

trekking poles, ice axes, pots, etc. 
9. Assume a ‘lightning protection position’, when lightning is within 3 miles. Place your 

feet close together and stoop or crouch. Put your hands on your knees. If a dry foam 
pad or climbing rope is available, get on top of it. If a ground current occurs, ideally it 
will enter one leg and leave the other, minimizing electrical travel though vital organs. 

 
IN THE EVENT OF AN INJURY……  
 If an individual is hurt, consider immediate CPR. Get the individual breathing ASAP. The 
heart may go into arrest but can reset itself. Search the entire body of the patient for burns. 
Cool the burns extensively and bandage. Do a full body focused assessment. 
 If multiple patients exist, conduct triage, which is sorting injuries by need for immediate 
treatment. In standard triage, priority is given to those still alive. In lightning scenarios, the 
silent, “dead” patients are often recoverable. Treat them before the wounded.  
 If you are alone, place unconscious patients in the recovery position (on one’s side) until 
you can treat them. Evacuate all survivors of lightning strikes and seek medical attention for all. 
Symptoms can show up days later. Remember, lightning can cause serious internal injury while 
leaving no external marks. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


