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HIGH ALTITUDE PULMONARY 
EDEMA (HAPE) 

�

HAPE results from fluid buildup in the lungs.  
Symptoms include: shortness of breath (even 
at rest), obvious fatigue, a feeling of suffoca-
tion at night, weakness, and a persistent cough 
bringing up white or watery fluid.  Confusion 
and irrational behavior are signs that not 
enough oxygen is reaching the brain.  A 
method for testing yourself for HAPE is to 
check your recovery time after exertion.  If 
your heart and breathing rates normally slow 
down 45 seconds after exercise, but at altitude 
your recovery time is three minutes, it may 
mean there is fluid building up in the lungs.   
Anyone suffering from HAPE must be 
brought to a medical facility. 
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ALTITUDE SICKNESS: 
what you can do 

HIGH ALTITUDE CEREBRAL 
EDEMA (HACE)  

HACE results from swelling of brain tissue 
from fluid seepage. Symptoms include:  

headache, weakness, loss of coordination, 
disorientation, loss of memory, and coma.  It 

may occur after a week or more at high altitude.  
Severe cases may lead to death if not treated 

quickly.  Immediate descent is an essential life-
saving measure. Anyone suffering from HACE 

must be brought to a medical facility. 

Special thanks to Jennifer Ranheim, CDTA 
Intern, for researching and  writing this 
information. Thank you to Copy Copy in 
Conifer, CO for their in-kind support. 



WHAT IS ALTITUDE SICKNESS?  

Altitude sickness, also called Acute Mountain 
Sickness (AMS) refers to the various symp-
toms that may develop when you travel to 
high altitude (over 5000 ft).  Acclimatization 
is the process by which the body slowly 
adapts to the decreasing accessibility of oxy-
gen at high altitude.  This process is slow and 
may take several days or weeks to occur.  A 
few symptoms of altitude sickness include: 

1.   Headaches/dizziness  

2.   Loss of appetite, nausea, or vomiting 

3.   Fatigue or weakness 

4.   Difficulty sleeping 

5.   Confusion 

Altitude illness starts when acclimatization 
does not keep pace with your ascent to high 
altitude.  This happens when you ascend too 
quickly or go from sea level to high altitude in 
a day.   

HOW TO PREVENT AMS 
 

·  A gradual ascent with adequate time 
for acclimating is the best prevention 
 

· CDTA recommends participants to 
spend a night at 5,000 feet before 
sleeping at altitudes over 9,000 feet 
 

· At altitudes above 10,000 ft., your 
sleeping elevation should not increase 
more than 1,000- 1,500 ft. per night 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

· For every 3,000 ft. you should spend a 
second night at the same elevation 

 
· As your body is acclimating, avoid 

overexertion and alcohol 
 

· Remain properly hydrated.  Acclimati-
zation is often accompanied by fluid 
loss, so you need to drink lots of fluids 
to remain hydrated (3-4 quarts per 
day).  Urine should be clear 
 

· Eat a high carbohydrate diet  
 

· Avoid sleeping pills & narcotics 

· Before traveling to high elevation,  
consult your physician about your 
specific medical conditions and 
how they may be affected by high 
altitude 

 
·  Find out if prescription medicine 

for high altitude sickness is right 
for you 

 
 

HOW TO TREAT AMS 
 
The only treatments for AMS are  
acclimatization or descent.  Symptoms 
of mild AMS can be treated with pain 
medications for headaches 
 
· If symptoms increase, keep  

decreasing altitude 
 
· If you begin to show symptoms of 

mild altitude illness, don’t go 
higher until symptoms decrease 

 
· The treatment for any high-altitude 

illness is a rapid descent to a lower 
altitude.  However, if you follow 
simple prevention tips, your 
chance of experiencing serious 
high-altitude illness is reduced 
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