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Carbon monoxide - an easily preventable silent killer 
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You can’t see, smell or taste it, but it can kill you. Carbon monoxide (CO) is one of several silent and deadly 
toxic gases that threaten Australian workers. It may not be fatal in small amounts, but it is nearly impossible to 
perceive the levels of CO in the air until your body runs out of oxygen.  
 
Carbon monoxide poisoning is the focus of a recent WorkSafe Victoria campaign targeting domestic  
generator use. The safety agency issued a statement, following the state’s second carbon monoxide-related 
death in a month. 
 
It is not only a domestic problem; CO toxicity is also an issue for employees in manufacturing, automotive  
repair, and other industries requiring workers to spend time around vehicles, furnaces or CO-emitting 
machines in enclosed spaces. 
 
“If an appliance uses petrol or is attached to a portable gas bottle then the golden rule is that it should never 
be used indoors,” according to WorkSafe Victoria’s director of energy safety, Paul Fearon. “Petrol engines 
and outdoor gas appliances, such as barbecues and patio heaters, produce carbon  monoxide. These are 
safe if they are used in the open air but can become lethal when used in enclosed spaces,” he added. 
 
The answer to preventing dangerous levels of CO from accumulating is incredibly simple: proper ventilation. 
Many types of smaller combustion engines, gas-powered machines and large industrial plants emit significant 
amounts of carbon monoxide, but normally the gas diffuses into the air, minimising the health risk to the 
operator. 
 
In smaller spaces, the level of CO can increase so rapidly that it becomes life-threatening in a matter of 
minutes. The most alarming part is that workers in dangerous areas have no way of knowing the seriousness of 
the health risk they face unless they have an active CO detector with them. 
 
Minor exposure to CO causes blurred vision and poor concentration, according to a Dept. of Sustainability, 
Environment, Water, Population & Communities fact sheet. Headaches & exhaustion are common symptoms 
of two to three hours of exposure to moderate CO levels of around 200 parts per million (ppm). 
 
A concentration of 400ppm is considered to be a “very high level” of CO causes more profound symptoms 
similar to those at lower levels. Concentrations of 1200ppm or more are immediately life-threatening. 
 
“The best way to prevent carbon monoxide related deaths and 
illness in the workplace is to not allow the use of petrol, diesel or 
LPG powered appliances in confined spaces and enclosed or 
poorly ventilated areas,” WorkSafe general manager for health 
and safety operations Lisa Sturzenegger said in the agency’s re-
cent statement. 
 
“Workers need to be supervised and trained to use safe systems 
of work and they should be instructed on recognising symptoms 
of carbon monoxide poisoning,” she said. 


