OHS Alert 3

Last week a student received minor burns to hair and face while trying to light a gas heater in a study room.  The heater was removed immediately but testing of the heater has not established any major fault.  It is probable that the incident occurred because the student did not follow or was unaware of the correct procedure for lighting the heater.

Please ensure that all heaters in your workplaces have instructions for use. Also check that the type of heater provided is suitable for the type of environment where it is located.

I have attached below some information about electrical and gas heater safety and some general electrical safety precautions which may be useful at work or in your home.
                                                        



Electrical Heater Safety

Used correctly, electrical heaters can make a cold room comfortable. Electrical heaters which are plumbed in or in a fixed position are generally low risk. Heaters which are moved frequently can sustain cord damage and are thus often high risk electrical appliances.  Used incorrectly, they can become a fire risk .To avoid the latter, take the following steps:

· Ensure that the cord is in a good condition.  (High risk heaters will need to be tagged and tested ) 

· Ensure cord does not poise a trip hazard.
· Ensure the cord is not located near an alternative source of heat( eg oven) which can cause damage to the cord.  

· Keep at least three feet from draperies, blankets, sofas and other such potential tinder. 

· Make sure the heater includes a tip-over switch that shuts it off automatically if it accidentally turns over. 

· Make sure the heater has an element guard. 

· Avoid leaving heater untended without turning it to low, or better yet, off. 

· Buy a smoke detector and test it often. 

Gas heaters 

Gas heaters need to be professionally installed and properly looked after. An unsafe heater can cause a fire or pollute your workplace or home with dangerous fumes. If you service your heater regularly and use it correctly, it will be safe and economical to use. FMS plumbers service all fixed heaters annually. 

How to use a gas heater safely - what you should do
Always follow the operating instructions on the appliance or in the manual if you have one.

You should always: 

· Allow plenty of fresh air in - never seal up the doorways and windows. 

· Prevent young children and elderly people from touching very hot surfaces. The normal dress guard only protects against accidental clothing contact. 

· Be careful when drying clothes inside - keep all flammable materials at least one metre away from the heater.

What you should NOT do: 

· Never use an unflued gas heater in a bathroom, bedroom or caravan. Toxic gases may cause serious health problems in these situations. 

· Never use or store solvents and pressure pack cans near a gas heater -even if the heater is turned off, the pilot light may still be on. 

· Never dispose of rubbish such as cigarette butts in a gas fire - this can affect combustion and produce dangerous pollutants. 

· Never use an outdoor appliance inside (this includes barbeques and patio heaters).

Signs of trouble
A faulty gas heater can cause serious problems. Health problems that seem to be worse, or that only occur when the heating is on, may be caused by carbon monoxide from a faulty gas heater. Carbon monoxide inhalation can be fatal.

Symptoms of carbon monoxide poisoning include: 

· Tiredness 

· Shortness of breath 

· Headaches 

· Dizziness 

· Nausea 

· Weakness 

· Confusion 

· Chest pain
· Stomach pain .

High levels of carbon monoxide are very dangerous and may cause people to pass out or even die. If you suspect you may be affected by carbon monoxide, open windows and doors, turn off the appliance and go outside to fresh air. See your doctor and ask whether your symptoms may be related to carbon monoxide.

When to check your heater 
Your heater needs to be checked if: 

· There is a yellow or sooty flame (unless it is a decorative gas fire). 

· The pilot light goes out unexpectedly, or 'pops' or 'bangs' when lighting. 

· There are signs of heat damage such as discoloration of the walls or heater panels. 

· The walls become too hot to touch while the heater is on. 

· There are soot stains around the heater.
Servicing
Professional servicing, including inspection of the flue or chimney, is recommended. You should get your heater serviced: 

· Immediately if there is any sign of trouble. 

· Every two years (before the winter heating season), or more often if recommended in the instructions.

If you have ducted heating, contact the appliance manufacturer to see if professional duct cleaning is necessary.

Do-it-yourself cleaning 
Do-it-yourself cleaning should be limited. You should only: 

· Clean accessible filters as necessary (see instruction manual or contact the manufacturer to find out if this needs to be done). 

· Vacuum out any duct registers as necessary (the register is the central heating duct opening in each room, which can be seen when the cover grill is lifted). 

· Clean fans once a year if this is included in the manufacturer's instructions, or contact the manufacturer if you do not have an instruction booklet (many fans are not accessible for do-it-yourself cleaning). 

How to arrange servicing
Manufacturers and suppliers usually have recommended service agents. You can use these if you wish. You can also check the Yellow Pages (under 'g' for 'gasfitters') for a licensed gas person.



Replace an out of date heater
Heaters do not last forever. 

· Old heaters - some heaters cannot be repaired for safety reasons and, sometimes, spare parts are not available for older heaters. If your heater is very old (around 15 to 20 years), it may not be possible or worthwhile for your service person to repair it. 

· Older unflued gas heaters - (only allowed by law in homes supplied by LP gas cylinder or tank) do not meet current emission standards. You should consider replacing these heaters if more than 10 years old. 

Three extra safety tips 

· Always make sure that a patio heater is stable or fixed. 

· Never use or store a gas cylinder indoors. 

· Never use an industrial type heater in a domestic situation.

Where to get help 

· Office of Gas Safety Tel. 1800 652 563 

· Your local doctor 

· Licensed gasfitter 

· Plumbing Industry Commission (to check that you're dealing with a licensed gasfitter)  1800 015 129

Things to remember 

· If you service your heater regularly and use it correctly, it will be safe and economical to use. 

Some older heaters cannot be repaired for safety reasons and should be replaced.

If you have one of these water heaters in your kitchen or bathroom, have in checked for carbon monoxide production.
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Two kinds of heater -- flued heaters in bathrooms and flueless ones in kitchens -- are risky and their installation is no longer allowed in kitchens and bathrooms in Australia for safety reasons. But heaters put in before the installation ban remain, particularly in NSW. The heaters are still being manufactured and sold, as their use in other areas, such as outside laundries, is not a problem because the gas can escape.

If the heaters aren't properly ventilated, are poorly maintained or installed, or a flue is blocked, they may not burn properly. They will then produce carbon monoxide, a poisonous gas without any smell or taste, instead of carbon dioxide.

Signs that heaters may be producing carbon monoxide include: 

· Blocked ventilation (such as air bricks). 

· Blocked or damaged flue pipe. 

· Soot deposits -- look for discolouration on or around the heater. 

NB Bathroom exhaust fans can make the problem worse by causing flue gases to enter the room. They shouldn't be used until the heater has been removed.
Electrical safety tips 
Be careful near water 

· Never touch anything electrical with wet hands or feet. 

· Never use any electrical appliance near water. 

· Do not use electrical appliances or cords around the swimming pool. 

· Do not use portable heaters in your bathroom. Instead, you should have a strip heater or ceiling unit installed by a registered contractor. 

Take care with appliances 
· Never use a faulty electrical appliance, or one that has a frayed cord, cracked or broken plug, or any appliance that has given someone a shock or 'tingle'. 

· Switch off and unplug your toaster before trying to pull out any toast, muffin or crumpet that may be stuck . 

· Check that the power point is switched off before you plug in an appliance and always switch off appliances at the power point before you pull out the plug. 

Simple safety precautions 
· Put safety plugs into unused power point sockets so that small children can not push metal objects into them. 

· Place extension cords carefully around furniture or along wall edges. Never leave them across the middle of the floor or under rugs where someone may trip over them. 

· Extension cords should have three metal cores. Plugs with two cores are not earthed and therefore are very dangerous and must not be used. 

· Whenflying kites or model aeroplanes, keep them well away from overhead power lines. Be careful that when you are handling any tall objects, such as sail boat masts, that you stay well clear of power lines. 

Electrical safety switches
· Safety switches are intended to protect people against the most frequent cause of electrocution - electric current passing through the human body to earth. 

· Safety switches usually cut the power within 1/30th of a second, which is fast enough to prevent electrocution in most cases. 

· If your house is not fitted with safety switches, you should seriously consider having one installed. Look under "electrical contractors" in the yellow pages
Electric  shocks - What should you do
Electric shocks often do not immediately kill the person affected. They may stop the heart, cause burns, force muscles to contract and paralyse breathing. Often shock victims cannot let go of the appliance that is passing the current to the body. 

If you witness an electric shock: 

· If possible and if there is no danger of you also being electrocuted, switch off the power and pull out the plug. 

· If you cannot turn the current off, use heavy duty insulating gloves or something made of rubber, dry cloth or dry, cured wood to free the shock victim (do not use wet or recently sawn wood as this can contain sap that will conduct electricity). It is safe to use their clothing only if it is dry. 

· Protect yourself and any bystanders from the possibility of further shocks. 

· Do not touch the shock victim's skin until the current is turned off. 

· Seek immediate medical assistance for the victim. 

If you are trained in resuscitation techniques, you should attempt to resuscitate the victim as soon as they are no longer in contact with the electrical current.  
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