
Carbon monoxide alarms
The truth about 

A recent MAIB report into two deaths on board a 28ft motor boat has raised some difficult questions

Why are CO detectors 
in the news? 
The Marine Accident Investigation 
Branch (MAIB) recently published its 
report into the death of two people on 
board Arniston, a Bayliner 285 moored 
on Windermere. On the afternoon of 
April 1, 2013, Kelly Webster, 36, and her 
10-year-old daughter Lauren Thornton, 
were overcome by carbon monoxide 
when sleeping in the mid cabin. The 
MAIB report concluded that the 
build-up of poisonous fumes was 
caused by a portable generator in the 
engine bay that was not intended for 
use in a confined space. 

Matthew Eteson, the boat’s owner 
and Kelly’s partner, nearly died in the 
accident too. He was a qualified pipe 
fitter who had built a makeshift exhaust 
system to vent the toxic fumes from the 
generator out of the engine bay. The 
report found that when the generator’s 
exhaust temperature reached 260°C, 
the solder used to connect a silencer to 
the exhaust and through-hull fitting 
melted. The fumes started venting into 
the engine bay and gradually leaked 
through the bulkhead into the mid 
cabin. Ironically, the boat was fitted with 
two CO detectors to comply with US 
regulations but at some point had been 
disconnected from the power supply. 
The report added that a CO detector 
could have alerted the boat’s crew to 
dangerous CO levels within three 
minutes, whereas it took up to two 
hours for the build-up to become fatal.

How can I spot  
a CO leak?
Carbon monoxide is colourless, 
odourless and almost impossible to 
detect by human sense alone. Without 
a CO detector, the only way of knowing 
there is a leak is if your crew start to 
experience symptoms such as nausea, 
headaches and breathing difficulties.

Speaking after the publication of the 
MAIB report, Graham Watts, manager 
of the Boat Safety Scheme (BSS), 

warned of the risks: “CO has taken the 
lives of boaters even in moderate 
concentrations. If it starts to leach into 
a cabin, crew members can succumb 
before they realise there is a problem.  
I believe there’s a gap in the approach 
of the marine industry and this is a call 
to action to better support carbon 
monoxide safety on boats. We owe it to 
everybody affected to intensify our 
efforts to get the message out.”

How big is the risk?
The growing use of electrical cookers 
instead of gas appliances in the galleys 
of motor boats has reduced the 
chances of a fatal CO leak. Nonetheless, 
CO poisoning is a cause for concern  
– the MAIB has recorded 30 boat-
related CO fatalities in the past 20 
years, ten of which were due to the use 
of a portable generator. 

The MAIB report into the Windermere 

accident concludes: “More needs to be 
done to raise the awareness of 
recreational boaters to the dangers of CO 
poisoning. A recommendation has been 
made to the Department for Business 
Innovation & Skills, which is intended to 
ensure that new recreational craft are 
fitted with CO alarms.”

Responding to the report, the BSS 
said: “It would be helpful to see suitable 
CO alarms supplied with boats from 
new. It would send a strong message to 
owners about the importance of carbon 
monoxide safety.”

 
What does the law say?
Installation of CO alarms on new 
models has been mandatory in the US 
boating industry since 2001 and in the 
UK caravan industry since 2011, but 
there is currently no legal requirement 
for British boats to be fitted with a CO 
detector under the EU’s Recreational 
Craft Directive (RCD). 

The RCD has recently been reviewed 
and the revised version is due to come 
into force in January 2016. We 
understand that there will be some 
requirement to protect occupants from 
toxic gasses and provide ventilation for 
appliances in cabins that are producing 
CO. However, it does not include a 
direct requirement to fit CO detectors.

Udo Kleinitz, head of the technical 
department at the BMF, explains that 
the Arniston incident arose too late to 
affect the legislation, which was 
finalised in early 2013. Nonetheless,  
the debate is far from over. 

“The BMF is currently in discussions 
over its CO protection policy,” Kleinitz 
adds. “But with no mandatory boat 
certification in place we cannot simply 
repeat the scheme in place in America 
as this would potentially generate a 
conflict with the RCD. 

“We will do our outmost to protect 
boaters and ensure boats are as safe  
as possible. As such, we welcome the 
lead claimed by the BSS to take CO 
awareness to action.”   

“If CO stars to leach into a cabin, crew members can 
succumb before they realise there is a problem”

FOr                            AgAInsT
●● CO detectors save lives by  

 alerting boaters to toxic gas leaks

●● Units can cost less than £600  
 to buy and install

●● The US boat industry made  
 them mandatory 14 years ago

●● False alarms can  
 become an irritant

●● New legislation is likely to  
 be a slow process

●● Educating boaters is quicker  
 than changing the law

should carbon monoxide alarms be mandatory?
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Arniston, moored on 
Lake Windermere. 
Its CO detectors had 
been disconnected
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