Briefing on Carbon Monoxide poisoning and Charity CO-Gas Safety, The Carbon Monoxide & Gas Safety Society

All the material is on the website www.co-gassafety.co.uk
Carbon Monoxide (CO) can be emitted from any faulty appliance powered by any fuel that burns (gas, coal, wood, oil etc.). 2% in the air can kill in between 1-3 minutes (see HSE website). CO cannot be sensed using human senses.

Stephanie Trotter, OBE been a full time volunteer for this charity since its launch in 1995. She is also a barrister (not practising at the moment) and could send her CV if requested (email office@co-gassafety.co.uk). She campaigned successfully for children’s activity holiday centres to be licensed [see Activity Centres (Young Persons’Safety) Act 1995].
Stephanie has sat on committees since 1998 talking with industry about what they are going to do to raise awareness of the dangers of CO poisoning. In her opinion, they’ve done basically nothing until autumn 2008 when about £120,000 (or so we’ve been told) was given by ERA (Energy Retail Association – club of the 6 big energy suppliers) to a PR agency to undertake a campaign with Kirsty of Location, Location and a victim Stacey Rodgers, who lost her 10 year old to CO in 2004. Presumably a similar amount was spent in 2009 when a similar campaign was undertaken by COCAA (The Carbon Monoxide Consumer Awareness Alliance). COCAA is part of the CORGI Trust. In the charity’s opinion even the £120,000 is a drop in the ocean when there is a real need for proper prime time TV warnings such as the anti-smoking, anti-drink driving etc. Yet at least everyone is aware that smoking and driving while drunk is dangerous, whereas carbon monoxide is such a hidden and unknown danger. The lack of knowledge about the dangers of carbon monoxide poisoning and other fuel toxins means that the industry is able to minimize the problem. 

The following contributes to the hidden nature of this deadly poison:-

(1) GPs almost never test for CO and in the rare cases when they do, it is almost invariably too late for a positive result. We do understand the difficulties of diagnosing CO because it quickly leaves a live body. However, this means that it is much safer, when CO is suspected, to test the appliance which can then be identified and cut off. The other toxins are almost never tested for unless we suggest it and usually private tests have to be paid for.
(2) However, the Gas Emergency Service, which is responsible for ‘making safe’ from CO, (which cannot be sensed using human senses) has no equipment to sense CO. In some cases GES has turned off the wrong appliance and in other cases failed to trace the CO coming from another house/flat. This lack of testing has resulted in  people being further poisoned and/or being wrongly diagnosed by the NHS and wrongly treated.

(3) CORGI inspectors had and were trained to use flue gas analysers to test appliances to see if they are safe with regard to CO. However, they never seem to use them when called out for a free visit to a consumer. Surely the most important thing for a CORGI inspector to do when called out by a consumer, dissatisfied by work done by a CORGI installer, is to check that the gas appliance is safe? Now the register of gas installers is run by the Gas Safe Register, but we don’t know if their inspectors test appliances for CO. The only thing that can be done is an investigation by CORGI Services and this costs about £1,800.
(4) The industry makes it almost impossible for a victim to receive the right advice early enough to be able to prove a legal case (and so even if the CO had been initially missed, this could lead to proof of CO and the correct NHS treatment). 

CORGI has told us that their investigation service, which costs £1,800, has never been used by a victim. This isn’t quite true as we know of at least one case, but it is rare because of the expense and the virtual impossibility of finding out about this service before any suspected appliance has been changed or serviced. 
Capita has taken over as the registration body for gas installers but does not do any investigation work. 
(5) Even the HSE website (see http://www.hse.gov.uk/gas/domestic/co.htm)

instructs CO victims to call a registered installer to fix the appliance, with no warning whatsoever that this action will compromise the evidence if the person is so hurt they might need to bring a legal case. So a person who is disabled is supported by the NHS and social security and the taxpayer, leaving the wrongdoer free to get away with it. Potential cases are not against government departments – they are against landlords, independent and hugely wealthy energy suppliers and gas installers, who are mostly insured. 

Why is the HSE giving this advice?

The Health and Safety Commission recommended in 2000:- 

1. A levy on the gas suppliers, (we would prefer the whole fuel industry – solid, oil and manufacturers etc) to pay for raising awareness and for research.

2. That the Gas Emergency Service carries and uses equipment to test appliances for CO. Please note that GES is responsible for ‘making safe’ from gas and CO. They say they do this by turning gas off but we have examples when the GES has turned off wrong appliance or CO has proved to be coming from next door/another flat.

Government has failed to implement these excellent recommendations. Why is this?
HSE states that private homes are outside HSE’s remit unless and until there has been an incident or the incident is somehow work related. 

Statistics are not much good for various reasons. There is no automatic test on dead bodies for CO in the UK (contrast France). CO-Gas Safety almost certainly has the best statistics there is (see http://www.co-gassafety.co.uk/stats.html ) which, in our opinion is wrong as Government should have better statistics than a tiny charity. HSE basically collects only gas related plus some work related CO deaths. We collect accidental CO deaths from all fuels. HSE includes suicides. HSE doesn’t check with Coroners – we do and most Coroners are extremely helpful. 

Nigel Griffiths MP recommended an MOT for gas appliances before supply was allowed many years ago. Nothing has been done to progress this. Persuasion and warning might be better to start with because this is less draconian. However, this hasn’t been done either.

HSE recommends (and so do we).

1. Have all appliances serviced by a properly qualified person every year or as the manufacturer recommends. With gas this means the installer must be Gas Safe registered. 
2. Make sure chimneys and flues are regularly swept and checked. 
3. Ensure adequate ventilation. 
4. As an extra safeguard, fit a CO alarm to European standards EN 50291. 
In our opinion, people should not rely completely on a £20 gadget and there are other toxins in gas (We can provide further references from the Internet. Meanwhile see www.airquality.co.uk/archive/reports/cat08/0407081208_Task7_cumbustion_report_issue1.pdf This is a DEFRA document (i.e. a British Government document). 

See also http://www.epa.gov/ttn/chief/ap42/ch01/final/c01s04.pdf  

For details of other toxins found in Natural Gas combustion and

http://www.epa.gov/ttn/chief/ap42/ch01/final/c01s03.pdf 
We also have a blood testing chart showing that many survivors have heavy metals in their blood. This is being given to anyone who provides their blood test results to us.
We have worked as volunteers since 1995 to prevent deaths and injuries 
We are sick of the industry doing so little. Therefore in 2007 we launched a Schools Poster Competition to raise awareness of the dangers. We ran the competition in 2007-08 and have winners for North and South England in both age categories (10-11 & 16-17). We are having a prize giving event for the 2007-08 competition and launch of the 2008-09 competition at the House of Commons on 20th January 2009. This event will be attended and supported by Secretary of State Ed Balls MP (Children, Schools & Families) and the Corfu parents. We now have three parents giving talks to schools and several victims. Please go to http://www.co-gassafety.co.uk/competition.html. We also have a Power Point Presentation to make it easier for people to give talks.  A film will soon be put on our website of a parent giving a talk to a school.  
Please do what you can to publicise this competition. 
We still think prime time TV warnings would be far better but we lack resources. The industry is extremely wealthy.
Do ring or email us on office@co-gassfatey.co.uk if you want more info etc.
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