
Recognizing and Preventing Carbon 
Monoxide Poisoning 

What's invisible, has no smell, but can kill you? 

Carbon monoxide is the most common cause of death by poison in the United States, killing 
more than 500 people every year. It is one of the most dangerous poisons because often people 
don't know it is present until it is too late. The best way to protect yourself and your family from 
carbon monoxide poisoning is to buy a carbon monoxide (sometimes referred to as CO) detector 
for your home. A properly working carbon monoxide detector can provide an early warning 
before deadly gases build up to dangerous levels. If you live in a home that is two stories or 
more, you might want to install two. 

If you notice these symptoms and suspect that carbon monoxide is the cause, leave the area 
immediately and get outside to fresh air. Call 9-1-1 and seek medical help. 

Be reminded: Installing a carbon monoxide detector does not eliminate the need to have a smoke 
alarm in your home. Carbon monoxide detectors do not detect smoke and smoke alarms do not 
sense carbon monoxide. 

CO poisoning is the leading cause of accidental poisoning deaths in America. 
(Source: Centers for Disease Control) 

Facts 

• CO is a produced anytime a fuel is burned. Potential sources include gas or oil furnaces, 
water heaters, space heaters, clothes dryers, barbecue grills, fireplaces, wood-burning 
stoves, gas ovens, generators and car exhaust fumes.  

• Every year more than 10,000 people die or seek medical attention due to CO poisoning 
from home-related products. (Source:  Consumer Product Safety Commission)  

• More than two-thirds of Americans use gas, wood, kerosene or another fuel as their 
home's major heat source.  

• 65% of CO poisoning deaths from consumer products are due to heating systems.  
• Only 27% of homes in America have carbon monoxide alarms, according to recent 

industry research. 
• An idling vehicle in an attached garage, even with the garage door opened, can produce 

concentrated amounts of CO that can enter your home through the garage door or nearby 
windows.  

• CO poisoning deaths from portable generators have doubled for the past two years, and 
many of these deaths occurred in the winter months and during power outages.  

• A poorly maintained gas stove can give off twice the amount of CO than one in good 
working order.  

Prevention 



• Install at least one battery-powered CO alarm or AC-powered unit with battery backup on 
each level of your home and near sleeping areas.  

• Have a licensed professional inspect heating systems and other fuel-burning appliances 
annually.  

• Install fuel-burning appliances properly and operate according to the manufacturer's 
instructions.  

• Keep chimneys clear of animal nests, leaves and residue to ensure proper venting. Have 
all fireplaces cleaned and inspected annually.  

• Do not block or seal shut the exhaust flues or ducts used by water heaters, ranges and 
clothes dryers.  

• Do not leave your car running in an attached garage or carport.  
• Do not use ovens or stoves to heat your home.  
• Do not use charcoal or gas grills inside or operate outdoors near a window where CO 

fumes could seep in through a window.  
• Check all carbon monoxide alarms in your home. Do they use the most accurate sensing 

technology? Do they need new batteries?  

Replace CO alarms every five to seven years in order to benefit from the latest technology 
upgrades. 

Is it Flu or Carbon Monoxide Poisoning? 
As winter approaches, thousands of adults and children will experience "flu-like" symptoms. But 
not all such cases are caused by the flu virus. Some victims actually have been unknowingly 
exposed to carbon monoxide (CO), which can result in serious injury or even death. 

In fact, the symptoms of carbon monoxide poisoning can be quite similar to flu symptoms, which 
can sometimes even mask a CO poisoning. The longer CO symptoms are overlooked, the more 
difficult it becomes to treat victims effectively. 

The symptoms of CO generally progress as exposure increases. If exposure is prolonged, 
symptoms can become life-threatening, including increased heart rate, loss of consciousness, 
convulsions and seizures. Coma, brain damage and death can result if exposure is severe. 

Carbon monoxide cannot be detected by human senses. The only safe way to detect it is to 
properly install CO alarms in the right locations in the home. Surprisingly, 75 million American 
homes do not have CO alarms. In addition to installing CO alarms, watch for these symptoms of 
CO poisoning: 

MINOR SYMPTOMS 

• Headache 
• Nausea 
• Vomiting 
• Irritability 



• Blurred vision 

MODERATE SYMPTOMS (in addition to minor symptoms) 

• Drowsiness 
• Weakness 
• Dizziness 
• Fainting 
• Severe headache 
• Difficulty thinking 

SEVERE SYMPTOMS (in addition to moderate symptoms) 

• Increased heart rate 
• Loss of consciousness 
• Convulsions/seizure 

As winter approaches and the chance of CO poisoning increases, make sure to ask the question 
"Is it flu or CO poisoning?" Don't wait until it's too late to install CO alarms. For more 
information, visit www.knowaboutCO.com.  

Source: http://www6.montgomerycountymd.gov/content/frs-
safe/resources/citizens/carbonmonoxide.asp 

 

 


