
Winter Desert Survival for High-Power Rocket Launches
A Practical Field Guide for Overnight Range Camping

High-power rocket launches often take place in remote desert environments during the cooler months. While winter launches 
reduce heat stress and improve motor performance, they introduce a different and often underestimated set of survival risks. Long
hours of sun exposure, strong winds, rapid temperature drops after sunset, and limited shelter can quickly turn a routine launch 
weekend into a safety incident.

This guide is designed specifically for HPR participants who camp overnight at launch sites, focusing on realistic hazards 
encountered on the flight line, in prep areas, and after dark.

The Winter Desert Launch Environment

Winter desert launch sites typically present:
 Intense daytime sun exposure
 Large temperature swings (60–70°F day to below freezing at night)
 High winds and wind chill
 Dry air and dehydration risk
 Limited natural shelter
 Extended periods of inactivity (standing on the range)

These conditions are deceptive. Cold air masks sun damage, and excitement or task focus often causes participants to ignore 
hydration, skin protection, and heat conservation.

Sun Exposure on the Flight Line
Why HPR Participants Are at High Risk

High-power launches create a perfect storm for UV exposure:
 Standing in open terrain for hours
 Minimal shade near pads and flight lines
 Reflective surfaces (dry lake beds, sand, light rock)
 High elevation launch sites
 Cold air reducing perceived sun intensity

Sunburn is not just uncomfortable—it increases dehydration, reduces dexterity, and compromises decision-making.

Sunscreen: Mandatory Range Equipment

Sunscreen should be treated like eye protection or earplugs—required safety gear.

Recommended Sunscreen Specs
 SPF 30 minimum (SPF 50 preferred)
 Broad-spectrum UVA/UVB
 Water- and sweat-resistant
 Cream or lotion (not spray)

Carry sunscreen in your range box, not your vehicle.

Critical Application Areas for Rocketry
 Face, nose, ears
 Neck and jawline
 Hands and wrists (constantly exposed during prep)
 Under chin (UV reflection from ground)
 Lips (use SPF lip balm)

Reapply every 2 hours, especially after sweating, wind exposure, or wiping hands.

Eye Protection: More Than Just Safety Glasses

Snow, salt flats, and light desert soil reflect UV upward.
 Wear UV-rated sunglasses when not actively prepping motors
 Dark lenses without UV protection are dangerous



 Wind-blown dust increases eye fatigue and damage
Eye strain reduces tracking ability and situational awareness—both critical on a busy flight line.

Clothing Strategy for Launch Days

Daytime: Balance Warmth and Sun Protection
 Long-sleeve shirts (tight weave)
 Light-colored outer layers
 Wide-brim hat or neck gaiter
 Gloves (thermal + dexterity)

Avoid cotton if possible; sweat and wind will chill you rapidly.

Nighttime: Temperature Drops Fast
Insulated jacket (synthetic or down)
Windproof outer shell
Beanie or insulated hat
Thermal base layers
Spare dry socks

Standing around after sunset causes rapid heat loss—even if you felt warm during the day.

Shelter and Overnight Camping

Wind Is the Primary Enemy
Even mild winter winds dramatically increase heat loss.

 Use low-profile tents or vehicle windbreaks
 Anchor tents aggressively (desert soil is deceptive)
 Park vehicles strategically to block prevailing winds

Ground Insulation Matters
 Use sleeping pads (even in vehicles)
 Insulate between sleeping bag and ground
 Avoid sleeping directly on playa or sand

Cold ground will drain body heat faster than cold air.

Fire and Heat Management

Some launch sites permit camp stoves or contained fires; others do not.
 Bring a reliable camp stove
 Use hot drinks to maintain core temperature
 Eat calorie-dense meals before bed
 Warm hands and feet before sleeping

Never rely solely on ambient warmth or clothing—metabolic heat matters.

Hydration in Cold Conditions

Cold suppresses thirst, but dehydration still occurs due to:
 Sun exposure
 Wind
 Dry air
 Increased respiration at altitude

Hydration Tips
 Drink consistently throughout the day
 Use insulated bottles to prevent freezing
 Add electrolytes during long days
 Avoid excessive caffeine and alcohol

Dehydration worsens cold stress and fatigue.

Psychological and Operational Awareness



Launch weekends are mentally demanding:
 Equipment prep
 Flight safety responsibilities
 Range calls
 Long waits

Cold, sun exposure, and fatigue degrade judgment.

Mitigation Strategies
 Take breaks out of the wind
 Rotate tasks within your team
 Eat small snacks frequently
 Monitor each other for cold stress or sunburn

Good range safety starts with taking care of yourself.

High-Power Rocket Winter Range Checklist

Personal Gear
 SPF 30–50 sunscreen
 SPF lip balm
 UV-rated sunglasses
 Layered clothing system
 Insulated gloves
 Warm hat

Camping Gear
 Wind-rated tent
 Sleeping pad + cold-rated sleeping bag
 Camp stove + fuel
 Insulated water bottles

Health & Safety
 Electrolytes
 High-calorie snacks
 First aid kit (burn cream, blister care)
 Headlamp with spare batteries

Final Takeaway

Winter desert launch sites reward preparation and punish complacency. Many injuries and near-misses at HPR events are not 
rocket-related—they stem from sun exposure, dehydration, and cold stress.
Treat winter desert survival as part of your flight readiness checklist, not an afterthought. When you manage the environment 
effectively, you fly safer, think clearer, and enjoy the launch weekend far more.
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