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Carbon monoxide screening 

What is carbon monoxide (CO)? 

This is a colourless, odourless, tasteless, poisonous gas - breathing it in can make you unwell 

can even lead to death. As it is so hard to detect it is known as the ‘silent killer’.  

 

Why might I have been exposed to Carbon Monoxide? Where is it found? 

When fuels (including gas, oil coal and wood) are not able to burn completely, CO gas is 

produced. Cars and smoking will also produce carbon monoxide. However, if appliances are 

well maintained and used safely they should produce very little gas – hence the need to 

ensure that appliances are correctly fitted and regularly serviced.  

 

What are the symptoms of CO poisoning? 
The main symptom of mild CO poisoning are headache, feeling sick and dizzy. Symptoms 
of carbon monoxide poisoning can be similar to those of food poisoning and the flu. 
However, unlike flu, carbon monoxide poisoning does not cause a high temperature (fever). 
For further information refer to NHS Choices website. 
 
Why is even mild CO poisoning so dangerous?  
When the gas is breathed in, it passes into the bloodstream and onto the haemoglobin (part 

of the red blood cell) which reduces the amount of oxygen carried around the body. The 

lack of oxygen causes the body tissues and cells to die.  

 

Why is it so dangerous in pregnancy? 
It will deprive the baby of oxygen, and slows its growth and development. It will increase the 

risk of miscarriage, stillbirth and sudden infant death. It is for this reason that the routine 

screening of all pregnant women will be offered early in pregnancy by the midwife.  

The carbon monoxide screening test is an immediate, non-invasive test which can detect 

exposure to carbon monoxide. The most likely reason will be smoking. 

  

How can carbon monoxide be detected?  
This is measured through a quick and simple breath test which will be offered by the 
midwife during a routine antenatal appointment. The results are immediate and your 
midwife will discuss these with you and any actions that are recommended.  
 
For further information on why carbon monoxide screening matters please visit:  
http://www.lullabytrust.org.uk/document.doc?id=314 
http://www.lullabytrust.org.uk/file/-----internal-documents/Fact-sheet-Smoking.pdf 
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