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SUMMARY REPORT
Purpose of the Hearing

Carbon monoxide poisoning is preventable.  The purpose of this hearing was to gather information on the dangers and prevalence of carbon monoxide poisoning, to explore prevention strategies, and to discuss whether or not California should require the installation of carbon monoxide monitors in dwellings.

Brief Synopsis of Speakers’ Remarks
Peggy Jenkins, Air Resources Board
Ms. Jenkins provided an overview of what carbon monoxide is, how it affects the human body, how prevalent carbon monoxide poisoning is in California, and what sources the poisonings come from.  

Carbon monoxide is a colorless, odorless, tasteless gas produced by incomplete combustion.  In the bloodstream, carbon monoxide binds strongly with hemoglobin, depriving the body of oxygen.  The results are reduced mental and physical sharpness, flu-like symptoms, heart pain, dizziness, and nausea.  At high levels, carbon monoxide leads to unconsciousness and death.  

California experiences 30 to 40 accidental deaths per year from carbon monoxide poisoning.  In addition, carbon monoxide leads to 175-700 emergency room visits or hospitalizations per year and hundreds to thousands of illnesses.  Ms. Jenkins stated that the death rate is down but that the absolute number of deaths is relatively stable.  

The large majority of poisoning cases relate to indoor combustion appliances (including furnaces, heaters, and stoves) and vehicles.  Carbon monoxide poisonings are generally caused by the improper installation or poor maintenance of appliances, by misusing gas stoves and ranges to heat the home, by using outdoor appliances inside the home, and by vehicles idling in the garage.  

The risks of poisoning are greatest for children and heart disease patients.  Risks are also increased for persons with anemia or pulmonary disease and for pregnant women and their unborn babies.  Men and African Americans are disproportionately involved in poisoning incidents, as are those with older vehicles and appliances.
Jason and Lisa Sanders
Mr. Sanders related his family’s experience with carbon monoxide poisoning.  When he and his wife, Lisa, were expecting twins, Mr. Sanders went to the store to buy a smoke alarm and mistakenly purchased a carbon monoxide alarm instead.  The family installed the alarm anyway.  Later, in preparation for the arrival of their third child, the family had the heating ducts cleaned.  On the first morning at home after returning from the hospital, Mr. Sanders awoke to a high-pitched sound.  He was very disoriented, and it took him more than a minute to realize it was the carbon monoxide alarm.  He and his family opened the windows, left the home, and called 911.  The family was taken to the hospital and given treatment.  Mr. Sanders’ carbon monoxide level stayed high for more than nine hours.  The firemen eventually found that the duct cleaner had forgotten to put the exhaust pipe back on the heater.  Mr. Sanders strongly believes that the carbon monoxide alarm he purchased by mistake saved the lives of himself, his wife, the two immune-deficient twins, and their newborn baby.
Erica Swanson
Ms. Swanson told the story of her older sister, Katie, the best big sister a girl could have.  Katie was home from Stanford University and slept the night in the pool house because her room was being remodeled.  She fell asleep with her Italian book open and died in her sleep from carbon monoxide poisoning.  The pool heater, located under the pool house, had been installed incorrectly and clogged up, flooding the pool house with carbon monoxide.  
Ms. Swanson stated that her family has always tried to be as safe as possible.  They have followed directions on how to prepare for an earthquake.  They have carbon monoxide alarms installed in the house.  Had they known of the risk of carbon monoxide in the pool house, they would have installed a carbon monoxide alarm there as well.  Ms. Swanson believes that the installation of carbon monoxide alarms should be automatic with the installation of combustion appliances.

Ethan Foote, California Fire Chiefs Association
As co-chair of a Fire Prevention Officers Committee of the California Fire Chiefs Association, Mr. Foote testified that the Legislature keep two goals in mind with respect to the prevention of carbon monoxide poisonings.  The first goal is to prevent hazardous activities causing exposure, such as idling vehicles in garages and using charcoal grills inside.  The second goal is to deal with faulty appliances.  
There are a variety of strategies to achieve these goals, including education of consumers, inspection of combustion appliances, leveraging public dollars by requiring the installation of carbon monoxide alarms when other state-funded repairs are made to a home, increasing private marketing efforts by alarm manufacturers, and legislatively mandating the installation of carbon monoxide alarms.  Whichever strategy or strategies the Legislature chooses to promote must include a significant education component both for consumers as well as emergency service providers.  Emergency responders must know how to respond to possible carbon monoxide poisonings and be trained in response protocols.  
Mr. Foote also related a personal anecdote.  His family was evacuated from his home after a carbon monoxide alarm sounded.  Firefighters could not locate the source, and it took days to establish that the exhaust pipe on the floor furnace under his home rusted off and that carbon monoxide gas seeped through the floor to the upstairs.  Absent the detector, he and his family would never have known of their intermittent exposure to carbon monoxide.
Jason Wimbley, Department of Community Services and Development
Mr. Wimbley described the programs his department provides to weatherize the homes of low-income households.  The purpose of the weatherization program is to seal the shell of the dwelling to prevent energy loss, which can exacerbate indoor air quality.  Out of concern for the health of both the installers and the residents, the department requires its contractors to inspect all combustion appliances within the home and install carbon monoxide alarms.  The department also does a small amount of education with its limited funds.  
In response to a question from the committee regarding what other state departments may likewise be able to leverage their funds to install carbon monoxide alarms, Mr. Wimbley stated that there may be a number of other opportunities, starting with agencies providing housing assistance or energy assistance to lower-income households.

Judy Barrett Miller, California Coalition for Children’s Safety and Health
Ms. Barrett Miller testified that a carbon monoxide poisoning prevention strategy needs three legs to be effective: education, enforcement, and engineering.  With respect to education, the state needs to have a coordinated approach.  One mechanism may be providing annual warnings to the public at the beginning of the winter season on how to avoid carbon monoxide poisoning.  With respect to enforcement, she stated that it makes sense to require carbon monoxide detectors in homes.  Several states have already tied such a mandate to new construction, and the SafeKids Coalition has proposed model legislation to require detectors in both new and existing homes.  With respect to engineering, the market has already provided effective carbon monoxide alarms that are inexpensive, costing between $20 and $50.  

Tonya Hoover, Office of the State Fire Marshall
Ms. Hoover stated that the mission of the State Fire Marshall is to protect Californians from fire and promote life safety.  Preventing carbon monoxide poisoning clearly falls within the life safety realm.  The intersection of education, enforcement, and engineering is critical to prevention of carbon monoxide poisoning.

With respect to a state mandate for the installation of carbon monoxide alarms, success will depend on better technology to minimize the number of false alarms and on the use of sensible and synchronized enforcement to ensure proper placement of the alarms within a home.  Ms. Hoover stressed that local governments have the authority to be more restrictive than the state, and a number of local governments are probably considering mandates now.  
In the event the Legislature adopts a carbon monoxide alarm mandate, the Office of the State Fire Marshall would work with other stakeholders to develop regulations regarding the placement and maintenance of alarms.  A key component of a mandate would be outreach to and engagement of the public to ensure that consumers are aware of the hazards of faulty appliances and of how to correctly place and utilize alarms.

Bob Raymer, California Building Industry Association
Mr. Raymer testified that California homebuilders are not in favor of a carbon monoxide alarm mandate now but can see a time when improved technical performance of the alarms makes a mandate feasible.  He says cost is not the issue.  He believes the current generation of alarms has a number of shortcomings, including that the recalibration of the alarms does not always work properly, causing many false alarms.  False alarms encourage users to disable the alarms.  Technological improvement eventually will resolve many of these reliability concerns.
A second difficulty with a mandate is the lack of a national standard on the placement of alarms.  How many are needed in a home, and where should they be placed?  Before a mandate is adopted, these issues will have to be addressed either by national code bodies or by state agencies involved with building codes.  

Mr. Raymer pointed out that the problem of carbon monoxide poisoning exists mainly with older homes.  As a result, it is important to include older homes in any potential mandate.   

Mike Rabbett, Kidde Residential and Commercial 

Mr. Rabbett is the research manager for Kidde Residential and Commercial, which designs and manufactures carbon monoxide alarms.  In response to questions regarding false alarms from very early generation carbon monoxide alarms, Mr. Rabbett indicated that technical innovation has led to improvements in this area. Mr. Rabbett indicated that today the sensing technology of choice for residential carbon monoxide alarms is electrochemical. This is the same sensing technology used in large industrial applications. This innovative carbon monoxide sensing technology has improved overall reliability. 

The Underwriters Laboratory has developed a voluminous set of standards relating to the performance, testing, and manufacture of carbon monoxide alarms.  These standards require that 100% of carbon monoxide alarms are tested prior to packaging.  The standards also require the manufacturer, over the warranted life of a particular model, to subject the model to in-service tests every three months, and the model must function correctly and pass sensitivity standards each time.  It makes no sense for manufacturers to produce unreliable alarms as the alarms are life safety products and manufacturers provide replacement warranties for the useful life of their alarms. These factors are significant incentives to ensure carbon monoxide alarms perform reliably.  
Brief Synopsis of Public Comment Remarks
Bernie Orozco, Sempra Energy
Mr. Orozco stated that Sempra Energy is concerned about adopting a mandate for the installation of carbon monoxide alarms.  His company continues to test alarms and will be releasing a report describing the results of these tests by the end of the year.  While the technology is improving, false alarms are still high.  

Conclusion and Findings
In anticipation of proposed legislation to mandate the use of carbon monoxide alarms in California homes, this hearing provided necessary background for the committees and a helpful discussion of the issues that would need to be addressed by legislation.  The committees are now in a better position to address the issue of carbon monoxide poisoning in an informed and responsible way, keeping in mind the primary goal of protecting public health.   

Based on the testimony at the hearing, committee staff proposes the following findings:
· Carbon monoxide poisoning significantly impacts the public health, resulting in dozens of fatalities, hundreds of hospitalizations, and thousands of illnesses in California each year.
· Carbon monoxide poisoning occurs most frequently as a result of the improper installation or maintenance of furnaces and stoves in the home, but also is commonly the result of the improper use of grills, generators, and camping equipment indoors or of idling engines in attached garages. 

· Carbon monoxide poisoning is of equal if not greater concern in older homes due to the existence of older appliances or the lack of central heating.  

· Carbon monoxide poisoning is generally preventable through better education of consumers and improved maintenance of combustion appliances.

· When carbon monoxide does enter a home, carbon monoxide alarms can and do alert the residents and prevent or significantly decrease the severity of a poisoning.
· With respect to the technology used for carbon monoxide alarms, there may be room for improvement.

· Any legislation to require the installation of carbon monoxide alarms in homes would need to provide guidance on the number of alarms required and where they should be placed.

· Any legislative mandate must be coupled with a public campaign that educates consumers on the hazards of carbon monoxide poisoning, the requirements of the law, and the need to replace alarms at the end of their useful life.  Emergency service providers must also receive training in response protocols for possible carbon monoxide poisoning.
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