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THREAT ANALYSIS

Winter storms bring higher risk of carbon monoxide poisoning

With severe weather affecting much of the United States this week, healthcare
providers are reminded that the risk of carbon monoxide (CO) poisoning increases
during the winter months.

CO is a colorless, odorless, tasteless gas that can cause sudden illness and death but
has a non-specific clinical presentation. In 2011 there were more than 12,000
unintentional CO exposure cases reported to U.S. Poison Control Centers. CO
poisoning is a frequent hazard after massive snowstorms and other natural disasters
that lead to power outages, especially when people attempt to use fuel-powered
heating sources indoors. (Sources: American Journal of Preventive Medicine, Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention)

A study published in 2013 revealed that portable generators and charcoal grills were
the most common sources of CO exposure reported to a Poison Center during a
prolonged power outage. Eighty-five percent of people were hospitalized, with the
peak number of patients arriving two to three days into the outage. The same study
showed that following a major snowstorm, vehicle exhaust was the most common
source of CO poisoning, often due to an exhaust system being obstructed by snow.
About 50 percent of people were hospitalized, with the peak occurring by the end of
the first day. (Source: American Journal of Preventive Medicine)

Emergency medical services (EMS) personnel should also be aware of increased
vulnerability to CO exposure when they respond to calls during winter storms. In an
incident in Austria, 11 EMS personnel were hospitalized for CO exposure after
responding to a call at the home of a patient with cardiac injury that turned out to
be associated with CO poisoning. (Source: Journal of Emergency Medicine)
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ACTION STEPS

Review the most common symptoms of CO poisoning and treatment
options, such as provision of oxygen and hyperbaric oxygen
therapy, as outlined in the CDC's Clinical Guidance for Carbon
Monoxide Poisoning After a Disaster.

Heed the advice of the Consumer Product Safety Commission and
encourage others to do the same: never use a generator inside
your home or garage, keep generators at least 20 feet away from
windows, doors and vents, and check the batteries in your CO
detectors ahead of winter storms.

Use tools like handheld CO detectors when responding to incidents
in the field to evaluate the threat of exposure for first responders.
Make sure your organization has protocols in place for evacuating a
location should responders detect or suspect CO poisoning.
(Sources: Journal of Emergency Medicine, EMS World)
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MESH does not assume any liability for the content, materials, information, and opinions provided within this
communication. Further, MESH disclaims any liability resulting from use of any content within this
communication. Information contained in this communication is provided "as is," with all faults. Neither
MESH, nor any person associated with MESH, makes any warranty or representation with respect to the
quality, accuracy, or availability of this information.

MESH serves as the designated Medical Multi-Agency Coordination Center for Marion County, Indiana. The
MESH Intelligence Program is a joint-effort between the City of Indianapolis, Division of Homeland Security,
the Marion County Public Health Department and the Indiana Department of Homeland Security designed to
provide real-time information and support to the healthcare sector in the Indianapolis area. Assistance with
info or questions at: Office phone: 317.630.7363, Pager: 317.310.6762, Email: MESHintel@meshcoalition.org
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