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What is carbon monoxide (CO) and why do I need to be concerned about it?

Carbon monoxide is a colorless, odorless, tasteless and toxic gas produced as a by-product of combustion. Any fuel burning appliance, vehicle, tool or other device has the potential to produce dangerous levels of carbon monoxide gas. Examples of carbon monoxide producing devices commonly in use around the home include: 

· Fuel fired furnaces (non-electric) 

· Gas water heaters 

· Fireplaces and woodstoves 

· Gas stoves
· Gas dryers 

· Charcoal grills 

· Lawnmowers, snowblowers and other yard equipment 

· Automobiles

Carbon Monoxide is the leading cause of accidental poisoning deaths in America, according to the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA). These deaths are typically caused by improperly used or malfunctioning equipment aggravated by improvements in building construction, which limit the amount of fresh air flowing in to homes and other structures. 

What are the medical effects of CO and how do I recognize them?

Carbon monoxide inhibits the blood's ability to carry oxygen to body tissues including vital organs such as the heart and brain. When CO is inhaled, it combines with the oxygen carrying hemoglobin of the blood to form carboxyhemoglobin (COHb). Once CO combines with the hemoglobin, that hemoglobin is no longer available for transporting oxygen. 

The signs and symptoms of acute exposure to carbon monoxide may include headache, flushing, nausea, vertigo, weakness, irritability, unconsciousness, and in persons with pre-existing heart disease and atherosclerosis, chest pain and leg pain. Repeated bouts of carbon monoxide poisoning may cause persistent signs and symptoms, such as loss of appetite, headache, listlessness, dizziness, and difficulty walking. The symptoms vary widely based on exposure level and duration in addition to the general health and age of an individual. Note the one recurrent theme that is most significant in the recognition of carbon monoxide poisoning -- headache, dizziness and nausea. These 'flu like' symptoms are often mistaken for a real case of the flu and can result in delayed or misdiagnosed treatment. 

What should I do if I think I’m experiencing symptoms of CO poisoning?
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DO GET FRESH AIR IMMEDIATELY. Open doors and windows, turn off combustion appliances and LEAVE THE HOUSE. 
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DO GO TO AN EMERGENCY ROOM and tell the physician you suspect CO poisoning. If CO poisoning has occurred, it can often be diagnosed by a blood test done soon after exposure. 
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DO be prepared to answer the following questions for the doctor: 

· Do your symptoms occur only in the house? Do they disappear or decrease when you leave home and reappear when you return? 

· Is anyone else in your household complaining of similar symptoms? Did everyone’s symptoms appear about the same time? 

· Are you using any fuel-burning appliances in the home? 
· Has anyone inspected your appliances lately? Are you certain they are working properly? 



How can I avoid carbon monoxide poisoning?

While regular maintenance and inspection of gas burning equipment in the home can minimize the potential for exposure to CO gas, the possibility for some type of sudden failure resulting in a potentially life threatening build up of gas always exists.
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DO have your fuel-burning appliances -- including oil and gas furnaces, gas water heaters, gas ranges and ovens, gas dryers, gas or kerosene space heaters, fireplaces, and wood stoves -- inspected by a trained professional at the beginning of every heating season. Make certain that the flues and chimneys are connected, in good condition, and not blocked.
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DO choose appliances that vent their fumes to the outside whenever possible, have them properly installed, and maintain them according to manufacturers’ instructions.
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DO read and follow all of the instructions that accompany any fuel-burning device. If you cannot avoid using an unvented gas or kerosene space heater, carefully follow the cautions that come with the device. Use the proper fuel and keep doors to the rest of the house open. Crack a window to ensure enough air for ventilation and proper fuel-burning.
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DON’T idle the car in a garage -- even if the garage door to the outside is open. Fumes can build up very quickly in the garage and living area of your home.
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DON’T use a gas oven to heat your home, even for a short time.
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DON’T ever use a charcoal grill indoors -- even in a fireplace. 
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DON’T sleep in any room with an unvented gas or kerosene space heater.
[image: image11.png]



DON’T use any gasoline-powered engines (mowers, weed trimmers, snow blowers, chain saws, small engines or generators) in enclosed spaces.
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DON’T ignore symptoms, particularly if more than one person is feeling them. You could lose consciousness and die if you do nothing.



Should I buy a CO Detector?
Carbon Monoxide Detectors are widely available in stores and you may want to consider buying one as a back up -- BUT NOT AS A REPLACEMENT for proper use and maintenance of your fuel-burning appliances. However, it is important for you to know that the technology of CO detectors is still developing, that there are several types on the market, and that they are not generally considered to be as reliable as the smoke detectors found in homes today. Don’t let buying a CO detector lull you into a false sense of security. Preventing CO from becoming a problem in your home is better than relying on an alarm. Follow the checklist of DOs and DON’Ts. If you shop for a CO detector, do some research on features and don’t select solely on the basis of cost. Non-governmental organizations such as Consumers Union (publisher of Consumer Reports), the American Gas Association, and Underwriters Laboratories (UL) can help you make an informed decision. Look for UL certification on any detector you purchase. Carefully follow manufacturers’ instructions for its placement, use, and maintenance.
U.S. Army Center for Health Promotion and Preventive Medicine – Europe





Frequently Asked �Questions About �Carbon Monoxide Poisoning










Further questions? Contact CHPPM-EUR - Department of Medical Sciences 
DSN 486-8113 or Civilian 06371 86 8113

epidemiology@cpe.amedd.army.mil


