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Abstract

Carbon monoxide (CO) poisoning is one of the most important poisonings because of its worldwide
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high morbidity and mortality. Early symptoms are nonspecific, including headache, nausea, fatigue and
dizziness. Later, cardiovascular and neurological symptoms such as chest pain, dyspnea, ataxia, poor
judgement and coma develop. In some cases, neurological symptoms appear after several weeks of
exposure. Change in character and behavior, memory disturbance and Parkinsonism are common. Little
is known about the mechanism of this delayed neurological sequelae.

Severity of symptoms does not correlate with CO hemoglobin (COHb) concentration, although
increased COHDb level is critical for diagnosis. There is no consensus about the usefulness of the pulse
CO-oximetry in the assessment of CO poisoning. First aid consists of rescue and administration of high
concentration oxygen.

Carbon monoxide is absorbed and eliminated through the lung. In the body, overwhelmingly large
portion combine with heme in the heme proteins such as hemoglobin and myoglobin. Hemoglobin has
very high affinity to CO. Carbon monoxide-combined heme cannot combine with oxygen, and enhances
affinity to oxygen in oxygen-combined heme, resulting in severe reduction in blood oxygen transport and
tissue oxygen consumption. This is the presumed main mechanism of toxicity in CO poisoning.

Rate of CO elimination correlates with fractional concentration of inspired oxygen and minute
ventilation. Hyperbaric oxygen therapy greatly shortens the half-life of COHb.

Experimentally, CO combines with and inhibits heme proteins in the cell such as cytochrome coxidase.
It is not clear whether this inhibition plays an important role in actual poisoned patients. Another
controversy exists about the effectiveness of hyperbaric oxygen therapy in the prevention of delayed
neurological sequelae.
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