CARBON MONOXIDE

Carbon monoxide (CO) poisoning is a "silent killer."  It occurs more frequently in winter, when people spend more time in a closed environment, such as homes, cabins, tents, autos, communications vans, crew areas of tanks, maintenance shops, etc.  The most common sources of CO in Korea are engine exhausts, heating stoves, and defective ondol heating systems fired by yontan (charcoal briquettes.)

Carbon monoxide is a colorless, odorless, tasteless gas.  It is created by incomplete combustion.  It spreads rapidly throughout the room or enclosure into which it has been released.

The first symptom of carbon monoxide poisoning is usually a tightness across the forehead, followed by headache and pounding of the heart.  A positive sign of progressive monoxide poisoning is if the victim's face becomes extremely red.  Weariness, dizziness, and mental changes may also occur.

However, if the carbon monoxide is very concentrated, the victim may pass out without feeling any of these symptom.

TREATMENT.  The following is recommended for victims of carbon monoxide poisoning:

· Remove victim away from contaminated area into fresh air and loosen clothing.

· Give artificial respiration or CPR, as appropriate.

· If oxygen is available, give it to the victim by using a face mask.

· Seek medical attention immediately.

· Keep victim resting.

If the victim was severely exposed to carbon monoxide, symptoms may occur days, or even weeks later, even if the victim at first appears to have fully recovered.  Delayed symptoms include visual defects, dizziness, profound changes in emotions and will power, as well as mental changes.

PREVENTION.  You can safeguard against carbon monoxide poisoning by making sure of the following:

· Never sit in vehicles for long periods with the engine running and windows closed.

· Never sleep in or near vehicles with the engine running.

· Never operate engines in a closed garage without exhaust ventilation.

· Check to be sure there are no leaks in your vehicle exhaust system.

· Avoid the use of unvented heaters and charcoal grills in closed areas.

· Avoid lodging in a room or house heated by charcoal.

· If in doubt as to the heating system, open a window for ventilation.

· Avoid sleeping directly on the floor.

· Make sure heaters are set at the proper combustion ratio and heating system is leak free.

If you become stranded, you should remain in your vehicle.  Periodically running the engine/heater will help to keep you warm.  However, when doing this, open the windows slightly and ensure the vehicle exhaust is not blocked (i.e., with snow.)  Only run the engine as long as it is necessary to keep warm.

Installation commanders and residents working together can prevent carbon monoxide poisoning from happening in living quarters.  Commanders should provide qualified preventive maintenance personnel to routinely inspect quarters for serious health hazards.  An inspection is especially critical when quarters have been vacated and are awaiting new families.  Commanders can also provide programs that will  teach residents to identify and correct minor problems and report more serious problems, including potential safety hazards, to wing safety.
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