Carbon Monoxide – The Silent Killer 
By: Phu Nguyen, Onsite Construction Safety Consultant, MIOSHA CET Division

On Wednesday, January 8th, I woke up to a beep, beep, beep………..beep, beep, beep…..this was not my alarm clock.  This was not even a smoke detector because ours are hard wired and when one goes off they all go off to create one big symphony of concern.  This was coming from my son’s room.   I rushed through the house and I found the source of this unwelcome noise on top of his bookshelf – a carbon monoxide detector that I had placed there two years ago hoping to never actually need it. 

After getting my son out, turning the fans on, and opening the windows to a brisk -4°, we decided it was best to get him and my pregnant wife out of the house.  It appears we had a problem with our fuel oil furnace and, if it weren’t for that little 20-some dollar device, we would have never known it.  Carbon monoxide is colorless and odorless and I would have continued to run that furnace in the same condition all winter long.  

I was fortunate in that we had a detector with a digital readout of the ppm levels.  When I first found it the level was 158.  As I moved through the house it went up and down but in the basement it climbed up to 300+.  When I went into the office, I asked Greg Kozak, Senior Industrial Hygienist, MIOSHA On-site Consultation at what levels I should start to get concerned.  His answer:  35.  That’s right 35 ppm, which is the MIOSHA General Industry 8-hour time weighted average limit.  (The ceiling or never-to-be-exceeded limit for CO is 200 ppm.)  My basement was 10 times the 8-hour time weighted average limit!  I say all this because I have another cheaper CO monitor that does not have a digital readout and does not alarm until 400 ppm.  Greg also mentioned there are studies that show chronic CO exposure to even low levels can cause long term health problems.  Phu expressed his thanks to Greg for taking the time to provide detailed explanations and expressing sincere concern for the health of his family.

Please make sure you have good working carbon monoxide detectors in addition to your smoke alarms. 
LARA is an equal opportunity employer/program.

Auxiliary aids, services and other reasonable accommodations are available upon request to individuals with disabilities.
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