Colder weather and Carbon Monoxide Poisoning
It appears that after a great Indian Summer, the ides of fall are upon us, and with the falling temperatures comes the increased risk of injury and death from exposure to toxic gases released from improperly maintained or malfunctioning heating appliances.

CO is produced by the incomplete combustion of organic material, most commonly associated with the burning of fossil fuels like natural gas and vehicle fuels.  In the home, common sources of CO include open flames, space heaters, water heaters, blocked chimneys or running a car inside a garage. Natural gas and oil furnaces can create significant quantities of carbon monoxide if they are not properly maintained and vented.  The use of improvised indoor heating devices, such as barbeques or patio heaters is another common source of CO poisoning. 

Homeowners should have gas or oil furnaces inspected by a qualified technician at least annually to ensure they are operating properly.  Carbon monoxide detector alarms should be installed and maintained in the home as well, as they are cheap insurance in preventing accidental CO exposure.

Symptoms of Carbon Monoxide Poisoning
Low levels of carbon monoxide poisoning can be confused with flu symptoms, food poisoning or other illnesses and carry a long-term health risk if left unattended. Some of the symptoms are:

· Shortness of breath 

· Mild nausea 

· Mild headaches 

Moderate levels of CO exposure can cause death if the following symptoms persist for a long measure of time.

· Headaches 

· Dizziness 

· Nausea 

· Light-headedness 

High levels of CO can be fatal causing death within minutes.

At what level does carbon monoxide become toxic?
For healthy adults CO becomes toxic when it reaches a level higher than 35 ppm (parts per million) with continuous exposure over an eight hour period.. When the level of CO becomes higher than that a person will suffer from symptoms of exposure. Mild exposure over 2-3 hours (a CO level between 35 ppm and 200 ppm) will produce flu-like symptoms such as headaches, sore eyes and a runny nose. Medium exposure (a CO level between 200 ppm to 800 ppm) will produce dizziness, drowsiness and vomiting in as little as 1 hour. This level of exposure is deemed to be life threatening once three hours has passed. Extreme exposure (a CO level of 800 ppm and higher) will result in unconsciousness, brain damage and death in as little as a few minutes. OSHA guidelines state that the maximum exposure over an eight hour time period is 35 ppm.

