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Safety Guidelines for Field Research 

Fieldwork is an important part of teaching and research at WCU.  Since fieldwork activities take 
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Field Safety Guidelines 

1. Use a “buddy system” for field work such that each individual has a partner who knows his 
or her whereabouts at all times. 

2. A small first-aid kit should be carried by a designated person who is familiar and trained 
with basic first aid and CPR.   

3. The field lab leader should be aware of the nearest location for emergency medical care 
(clinic, emergency center, park ranger station, etc.). 

4. Participants should report any special medical problems they may have to the field lab 
leader prior to participating in field laboratories.  Examples include allergies to insect stings, 
diabetes, asthma, physical disabilities, etc. 

5. Participants should be made aware of any environmental hazards they are likely to 
encounter.  These may include, but are not limited to: 
• Stings from venomous insects such as bees, wasps, hornets, yellow jackets.  Medication 

for immediate relief from stings should be carried in the first aid kit, and participants 
who know they react severely to such stings should carry any special medication they 
might need. 

• Bites from venomous snakes are a risk and care should be taken to avoid snakes in the 
field.  Participants should have recognition for common snakes in the area.  If someone 
does get bitten, the best plan is to return to the vehicle and seek medical attention 
immediately.   

• Poisonous plants.  Participants should be shown how to identify common poisonous 
plants and should avoid them.  This includes plants that can cause contact dermatitis 
(poison ivy, poison oak, and poison sumac) and plants poisonous upon ingestion (some 
mushrooms and berries).  In general, don’t eat plants or fruits collected in the field.  
Information about poisonous plants can be found at https://poisonivy.aesir.com/view  

• Ectoparasites such as ticks and chiggers are a serious threat to individuals conducting 
field work during warm weather.  Participants should inspect their entire body carefully 
after returning from the field and remove any ticks found.  If they do find a tick 
attached, note the day in the event that symptoms of Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever or 
Lyme Disease appear later.  A physician should be consulted if symptoms such as fever, 
joint aches, swollen glands, and reddish flushing of the skin occur in the weeks following 
a tick bite.  Avoid contact by tucking and taping pant legs, using repellents, wearing a 
hat, and doing frequent tick checks. 

• Endoparasites (Giardia, tapeworms, etc.) are a risk from untreated water sources, so 
participants should always carry plenty of water with them.  Water obtained from field 
sources should be boiled, filtered, or chemically treated before consumption.  Wash 
hands after handling soil, especially before eating. 

• Lightening occurs frequently, especially during the warmer months, and North Carolina 
has one of the highest frequencies of lightning-caused fatalities in the U.S.  If a 
thunderstorm threatens, the best response is to seek shelter in a building or vehicle.  

https://poisonivy.aesir.com/view
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When this is not feasible avoid open areas and exposed portions of the landscape 
(peaks, hilltops, ridges), and don’t stand under isolated tall objects, such as trees or 
power poles.  Boaters should seek shelter on shore immediately.  The safest places 
outdoors are in topographically protected areas such as valleys or ravines, and away 
from the tallest trees. 

• Steep topography presents hazards from falling.  Participants should exercise caution 

http://www.wcu.edu/learn/research/Research-Compliance/IACUC/
http://www.wcu.edu/learn/research/Research-Compliance/Institutional-Bio-Safety.asp
http://www.wcu.edu/discover/campus-services-and-operations/facilities-management/safety-and-risk-management/index.aspx

