
About 60% of the human body is made up of water.

While over-hydra tion can be fatal, dehyd ra tion is a big issue dur ing unusu ally hot weather
and out breaks of dis eases such as chol era that lead to life-threat en ing diarrhoea.
WHAT CAUSES DEHYDRATION?
Dehyd ra tion can be de�ned as loss of intra cel lu lar body water. To under stand the causes,
it’s import ant to set out some basic inform a tion about our bod ies in rela tion to water
physiology.
Water con trib utes 55% to 65% of total body mass. Most of this is in lean tis sue. The other
third is extra cel lu lar.
Dehyd ra tion can be either water loss or salt and water loss. The body’s “water eco sys tem”
is reg u lated by responses to salt and water levels.
Organs such as the brain, skin, gastrointest inal tract and kid neys are involved in water
reg u la tion.
Water in the body eco sys tem is use ful to main tain cer tain func tions. These include:
•trans port ing nutri ent, bio lo gical and chem ical mater i als around the body;
• it forms part of the sup port sys tem in joints, includ ing the spine; and
• it provides an envir on ment for the nor mal chem ical pro cesses of the body to func tion.
Dehyd ra tion can be caused by sev eral factors that tilt the reg u lat ory mech an isms to a water
loss mode. These can include:
•envir on mental or external causes such as heat waves (cli mate change factors);
•droughts and long-stand ing water depriva tion;
• reduced �uid intake — spe cially in eld erly people, chil dren or people with cer tain men -
tal health chal lenges;
• muni cipal short ages a�ect ing avail ab il ity or access to pot able drink ing water;
• increased �uid loss through urin at ing excess ively such as in con di tions like dia betes;
• increased loss of �u ids from diarrhoea; and
• increased loss of �u ids from sweat ing or hyper vent il at ing.
HOW DO YOU KNOW IF YOU’RE DEHYDRATED?
Shifts of between �ve per cent and 10% loss of body water are symp to matic, espe cially
among very old and very young people.
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Signs to look out for include: head aches, fatigue or las sit ude, con fu sion that can not be
imme di ately explained, a dry mouth (not imme di ately explain able), skin that’s dry when
you pinch it and slug gish in the nor mal elastic return, sunken eyes and in infants sunken
fon tan elles, no tears when cry ing, par tic u larly in chil dren, con cen trated urine — deep
amber to dark, and decreased fre quency of urin a tion as the body switches to con ser va tion.
Other signs to watch out for include heat exhaus tion symp toms. These indic ate that the
car di ovas cu lar sys tem is tak ing a hit.
Here the signs can include: cold, clammy skin; unusu ally heavy sweat ing; a weak, fast
pulse; dizzi ness; muscle cramps; nausea.
WHAT HAPPENS TO YOUR BODY WHEN YOU’RE DEHYDRATED?
Sev eral of our body’s sys tems are a�ected by dehyd ra tion. E�ects of dehyd ra tion depend
on the amount of loss, and how long one has been dehyd rated.
What hap pens is also a func tion of the level of dehyd ra tion.
Dehyd ra tion is clas si �ed from mild to severe depend ing on the per cent age of body weight
of water lost.
In chil dren and infants, it’s par tic u larly prob lem atic because water makes up a big ger part
of their body mass.
With a sig ni �c ant loss, symp toms include a drop in blood pres sure that a�ects cir cu la tion
dynam ics and signs of decom pens a tion — sys tems not being able to cope (think of an
over heat ing car engine).
The car di ovas cu lar sys tem, gastrointest inal sys tem, renal sys tem, cent ral nervous sys tem,
skin and outer layer of your body, mus cu lo skeletal sys tem, are all adversely a�ected by
dehyd ra tion depend ing on the level of total body water lost.
The e�ects of dehyd ra tion on the body can include: weight loss, con stip a tion, deli rium,
renal fail ure, greater propensity for res pir at ory infec tions and urin ary infec tions, hearts
attacks and seizures as a res ult of blood thick en ing.
These e�ects are all more debil it at ing in very old people and those with exist ing con di tions
like dia betes.
HOW CAN YOU STOP DEHYDRATION?
To stop dehyd ra tion, it is import ant to con sider every aspect of water demand and sup ply.
Envir on mental: Access to pot able water sup ply always is a col lect ive respons ib il ity of gov -
ern ment and the com munity.
This can range from report ing and repair ing muni cip al ity water sup ply leaks and breaks, to
main tain ing the water puri �c a tion and sup ply dis tri bu tion net works.
Per sonal: Don’t wait until you are thirsty before you drink. Thirst is your body say ing you
are becom ing dehyd rated.
For every kilo gram of body weight, drink about 30 to 35 mil li litres (three table spoons) of
water daily, espe cially in hot weather.
Be mind ful of the signs of dehyd ra tion in your self, or in the eld erly, chil dren or inca pa cit -
ated fam ily or friends.
Con trol it with simple steps such as replace ment ther apies made up of water, salt and
sugar.
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Be delib er ate about drink ing more water dur ing phys ical activ ity, and when ill.
Every home has salt, sugar and water. Know ing how to make this or hav ing the pre-pack -
aged oral rehyd ra tion ther apy at home is essen tial.
There are a num ber of good guides to mak ing home-made salt-sugar-water solu tion for
treat ing dehyd ra tion before seek ing med ical help.
Cre ate a habit of drink ing water inten tion ally as opposed to cold drinks and beers that con -
tain water but are high in cal or ies.
These worsen dehyd ra tion.
Make sure you have extra �u ids before, dur ing and after exer cise to main tain the right bal -
ance of water and salts dur ing exer cise.
Keep cool in hot weather by wear ing breath able clothes, tak ing a swim or cool ing showers
if there are no water restric tions.
Water jets are avail able in some pub lic places to help with cool ing dur ing par tic u larly hot
weather.
Lastly, there are sev eral smart devices with health apps that can assist with track ing water
intake.
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