Hypothermia Death on Austrian Peak:
What Extreme Cold Exposure Really Does
to the Body

The recent death of 33-year-old climber Kerstin Gurtner near the summit of Grossglockner,
Austria’s highest mountain, has once again highlighted a stark truth: in cold environments,
your greatest enemy is often not the terrain—but the relentless loss of body heat. Her
tragic passing, reportedly after hours of sub-zero exposure and severe exhaustion, underscores
how quickly the body can slip from shivering discomfort into life-threatening hypothermia.

As winter conditions intensify across many parts of the world and adventure tourism continues
to grow, understanding how hypothermia develops, what it does to the human body, and
how to prevent it has never been more important.

Understanding Hypothermia: When the Body Can No
Longer Keep Warm
Hypothermia occurs when the body loses heat faster than it can generate it. Under normal

conditions, humans maintain a core temperature around 37°C (98.6°F). When that temperature
begins to drop:

e At 35°C (95°F) — the medical definition of hypothermia is met.

e Below 32°C (89.6°F) — cognitive decline accelerates and the risk of heart rhythm
problems increases dramatically.

e At 28°C (82.4°F) or lower — unconsciousness, organ failure, and death can occur.

The cold itself does not kill immediately. It is the progressive shutdown of vital
systems—heart, brain, lungs—that leads to fatal outcomes.

How the Human Body Defends Itself Against Cold



The body has several protective mechanisms designed to preserve core temperature:

1. Shivering

The earliest response is involuntary shivering, the body’s attempt to generate heat through rapid
muscle activity.

2. Blood Vessel Constriction

Blood flow to the skin decreases to conserve heat for vital organs. This is why hands, feet,
nose, and ears go numb first.

3. Hormonal Adjustments

The body increases production of adrenaline and other hormones to raise metabolism and heat
output.

However, these defenses have limits. If exposure continues—especially in wind, wetness, or
extreme cold—the body’s internal heat reserves become depleted, and the downward spiral
toward hypothermia begins.

Why Hypothermia Happens Faster Than Most People
Realize

Many assume hypothermia only occurs during extreme weather or sudden immersion in icy
water, but that is a dangerous misconception. In reality:

e Cold air above freezing can trigger hypothermia if a person is wet.
e Wind can strip away warmth up to 20 times faster than still air.
e Exhaustion reduces the body’s ability to shiver, accelerating heat loss.

e High altitudes amplify wind chill and reduce the body’s efficiency.

This combination is common in mountain environments like Grossglockner, where temperatures
may be survivable on paper, but in practice are deadly.




Who Is Most Vulnerable to Hypothermia?

While anyone can become hypothermic under the right conditions, certain factors drastically
increase risk:

e Physical exhaustion

e Wet or damp clothing

e Inadequate cold-weather gear
e Dehydration or calorie deficit
e Exposure to high winds

e Prolonged immobility

e Altitude-induced fatigue

Mountaineers, hikers, skiers, and winter travellers face especially high risk due to the
combination of exertion, unpredictable weather, and limited shelter.

The Stages of Hypothermia: From Warning Signs to
Life-Threatening Failure

Understanding the progression of hypothermia can make the difference between early
intervention and disaster.

1. Mild Hypothermia (32-35°C / 90-95°F)
Symptoms:

e Intense shivering

e (Goosebumps

e Rapid breathing

e Cold, pale skin



Difficulty performing fine motor tasks

Mild confusion

This stage is still reversible with quick action.

2. Moderate Hypothermia (28-32°C / 82—89°F)

Symptoms:

Shivering may slow or stop altogether
Speech becomes slurred

Mental confusion or irrational behavior
Coordination deteriorates

Drowsiness or apathy

Weak pulse

At this point, the person is no longer able to make sound decisions—a major reason
mountaineers in distress often behave unpredictably.

3. Severe Hypothermia (Below 28°C / 82°F)

Symptoms:

Loss of consciousness

Very slow or irregular heartbeat
Shallow or undetectable breathing
Dilated pupils

Stiff muscles and unresponsiveness

Once core temperature drops this far, survival depends on immediate medical care and
controlled rewarming procedures.



Why Hypothermia is So Dangerous on Mountains
High-altitude environments create a perfect storm for cold-related injury:

Wind Chill

Even mild winds drastically increase heat loss. At altitude, winds of 50-80 km/h are common.
Wetness from Sweat or Snow

Wet clothing conducts heat away from the body much faster than dry air.
Delayed Rescue

Remote terrain often means help cannot arrive quickly, especially during storms.
Limited Shelter

Climbers often cannot keep moving or find proper cover, increasing exposure time.
Exhaustion from Climbing

Fatigue reduces the body’s ability to produce heat, even if climbers are otherwise healthy.

In the case of Kerstin Gurtner, these factors may have compounded into a fatal exposure
event—an increasingly common scenario in winter mountaineering accidents.

How to Prevent Hypothermia: Essential Cold Safety
Guidelines

Preventing hypothermia requires preparation, awareness, and proper equipment. Experts
recommend the following:

1. Dress in Protective Layers
e Base layer (moisture-wicking)

e |Insulating layer (fleece, wool, or down)



e Outer layer (windproof and waterproof)

Layers allow the body to regulate temperature effectively.

2. Avoid Wet Clothing

Even slightly damp clothes can dramatically speed heat loss. Change out of wet garments
immediately.

3. Carry Emergency Gear
Outdoor experts strongly advise carrying:

e An insulated sleeping bag or bivvy sack
e A thermal blanket
e A windproof emergency shelter

e High-energy food and fluids

Many tragedies occur simply because climbers leave essential gear behind.

4. Recognize Early Warning Signs

Shivering, confusion, slowed speech, and loss of coordination mean it's time to stop, warm up,
and seek help.

5. Warm the Core First

If hypothermia is suspected:

e Move the person out of the wind

e Replace wet clothing with dry layers

e Apply warmth to the chest, neck, head, and groin

e Provide warm, non-alcoholic drinks if they are conscious

e Avoid rubbing or rough handling



e Seek emergency medical care immediately

Time is critical—hypothermia can worsen even after rescue if rewarming is not done correctly.

A Tragic Reminder and a Vital Lesson

The death of Kerstin Gurtner on Grossglockner is more than a mountaineering accident—it is a
reminder that cold exposure is a silent, deadly threat. Hypothermia can overtake even
experienced climbers within hours, especially when protective gear is inadequate, weather
worsens, or a person becomes too tired to continue.

As winter sets in across the world, everyone—from professional climbers to casual hikers—must
understand how cold affects the body and how to respond quickly when early symptoms appear.
Most hypothermia deaths are preventable, and awareness is the first step in staying safe.
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