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Often called the invisible killer, Carbon Monoxide is an odorless, colorless gas created when fuels (like
gasoline, wood, charcoal, natural gas, propane, oil, and methane) burn incompletely.

➢ Carbon Monoxide (CO) can come from a variety of sources, including cars, portable generators, and
malfunctioning fuel-burning appliances such as furnaces, ranges, water heaters, and room heaters.

➢ Burning charcoal indoors or in semi-enclosed areas can also result in lethal carbon monoxide levels.

The CDC reports that approximately 50,000 people in the U.S.
visit the emergency room each year due to accidental CO
poisoning and over 400 people die from lethal exposure.1

➢ A person can be poisoned by a small amount of CO over a
longer period of time or by a large amount of CO over a
shorter amount of time.

➢ Sustained exposure to high levels of CO can quickly 
incapacitate and kill you.

➢ If you or anyone nearby begin to show symptoms of CO poisoning including dizziness, headaches,
nausea, or tiredness, get to fresh air immediately and seek medical attention. Do not re-enter the
area until it is determined to be safe by trained and properly equipped personnel.

Review the details of these carbon monoxide poisoning incidents along with the recommendations and 
safety guidance to understand why these fatalities were preventable.
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Early symptoms of CO poisoning can be similar to food poisoning or the flu,
but without the fever. As the concentration of carbon monoxide exposure
becomes worse the symptoms may progress in severity, and may include:

• Headache

• Fatigue, Weakness, and Sleepiness

• Shortness of breath

• Nausea and Vomiting

• Lightheadedness and Dizziness

• Mental Confusion

• Visual Difficulty

CO enters the body through breathing and reduces the blood’s ability to carry oxygen. Because you
can’t see, smell or taste carbon monoxide, it’s important to become familiar with the symptoms of
carbon monoxide poisoning.

➢ Symptoms of CO poisoning vary widely from person to person and CO poisoning
can be reversed if caught early enough.

Severe CO poisoning causes loss of muscular coordination,
brain damage, loss of consciousness, and ultimately death.

➢ When extremely high CO levels are present, confusion, 
incapacitation, and loss of consciousness can occur 
within minutes.
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Many people have died from carbon monoxide poisoning because their generator was not adequately
ventilated. Using a portable generator indoors can be fatal within minutes.

➢ Never use a generator indoors or in enclosed spaces such as garages, crawl spaces, and basements.
Open windows and doors may not be enough to prevent CO from building up when a generator is
located in an enclosed space.

➢ Do not use a generator outdoors if its placement near doors, windows, and vents could allow CO to
enter and build up in occupied spaces.

➢ Ensure carbon monoxide detectors are used when fuel-burning generators are running, and
employees are located at indoor and/or partially enclosed work sites.

A worker died inside a converted semi-truck trailer after being exposed to
carbon monoxide emitted from a generator. Electrical power was supplied by
a portable gasoline engine-powered generator located inside the trailer. The
exhaust from the generator was vented through flexible ductwork to a small
hole cut into the side of the trailer.

When he pulled the generator away from the wall to refuel it, the exhaust
ducting was accidentally pulled through the wall and into the trailer. He then
pushed the generator back against the wall, apparently without noticing the
displaced ductwork, and started the generator.

Colorado FACE Investigation 90CO063

In this incident, the generator could have been located on the outside of the trailer and the power cord inserted
through the wall. This would have eliminated the potential for hazardous fumes to accumulate inside trailer from the
generator.
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A worker was using a gasoline-powered pressure washer in an area that was outdoors,
but fully enclosed by plastic tarps. After only 20 minutes of work, he was found dead
with the cause of death reported as “carbon monoxide intoxication due to inhalation of
engine exhaust.”

Washington Case Report 18WA052044

A laborer, working alone in a vacant store in a shopping mall, died of carbon monoxide
poisoning as a result of operating a gasoline-powered, walk-behind concrete saw in an
enclosed space. At the time of the incident, the space was not mechanically ventilated
and had no natural ventilation.

California Case Report 17CA001

A man died of carbon monoxide poisoning while he was working inside a metal storage
container where a gasoline-powered generator was operating to provide energy for a
light. When he did not return home as expected he was later found collapsed inside the
storage container after he had been overcome by the carbon monoxide.

MA Case Report 06-MA-059

Two carpenters died of carbon monoxide poisoning after entering a basement area
where a gas-powered engine was running. There was no electricity at the site yet and
the gas engine was the source of power for the power tools they were using. There was
no ventilation to the basement and only one point of entry/exit.

Wisconsin FACE Report 92WI119
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➢ A written safety policy and safe work procedures should be
designed to enable workers to recognize, understand, and control hazards. 

➢ A comprehensive workplace respiratory protection program should be in place when such 
equipment is necessary to protect the health of workers.
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A worker was overcome by carbon monoxide during sandblasting operations. He was wearing a respirator with air
being supplied by a diesel-fueled air compressor which was later found to be defective. He was found lying on the
ground unconscious and was pronounced dead after being transported to the hospital.

The investigation of the air compressor unit revealed several defective components that could have led to the
fatality, including safety relays that were bypassed so they were not working properly.

When the compressor began to overheat either because of a low oil level or because of the clogged radiator
vanes, the engine and engine oil became extremely hot, but the engine did not shut down because the safety
relays were inoperable. Smoke and carbon monoxide passed through the discharge line to the respirator, and he
was overcome.

NIOSH FACE Report 2012-02

➢ Ensure that safety features incorporated into the design of
machinery are in proper working order.

➢ Perform scheduled, periodic inspections and maintenance
by qualified persons on all equipment and machinery used
by workers to ensure that it is continuously maintained in
safe operating condition.
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COPYRIGHT AND DISCLAIMER
This material is the copyrighted property of Weeklysafety.com, LLC. Purchase of this material from Weeklysafety.com, LLC grants the owner the right to use this material for workplace safety
and education purposes only. Use of this material for any other purpose, particularly commercial use, is prohibited. This material, including the photos, may not be resold.
Weeklysafety.com, LLC does not warrant or assume any legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy, completeness, or usefulness of any information, apparatus, product, or process
disclosed in these materials. Photos shown in this presentation may depict situations that are not in compliance with applicable Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) safety
requirements. These materials are meant for informational purposes only and it is not the intent of Weeklysafety.com, LLC to provide compliance-based training. The intent is more to
address hazard awareness in the construction and related industries, and to recognize the potential hazards present in many workplaces. These materials are intended to discuss Federal
Regulations only, as individual State requirements may be more stringent. Many states operate their own state OSHA and may have standards that are different from information presented
in this training. It is the responsibility of the employer and its employees to comply with all pertinent OSHA safety rules and regulations in the jurisdiction in which they work.

PHOTO ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Unless specified below, all photos are the copyrighted property of Weeklysafety.com, LLC and may not be used in 
any other training materials or resold for any purpose.

For more information on this weekly safety topic, other topics that are available and the full list of FAQs please visit
www.weeklysafety.com or email safety@weeklysafety.com.
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• Unless referenced below, images shown along with the incident summary are directly from the incident report referenced.

• 0002490 Shutterstock License for Weeklysafety.com

• 0002641 – 0002644 Shutterstock License for Weeklysafety.com

FOOTNOTES
1 CDC Carbon Monoxide (CO) Poisoning Prevention; cdc.gov/nceh/features/copoisoning/index.html


