Sergeant Bob’s

Emergency Series
Staying Warm In A Winter Blackout
During the winter, a wide-spread electrical interruption can transform from a minor inconvenience into
a major health and safety risk. As temperatures drop, many may look to portable indoor heaters for
relief. It’s a logical consideration, but care and caution must be the priority.
Let’s look at a few basic safety tips concerning temporary heating:
• Whether fueled by gasoline, natural gas, propane, kerosene, coal or wood, combustion results
in oxygen being consumed and carbon monoxide and particulate matter being created. It is a
potential fire risk!
• Obvious indoor killers are running gas /diesel generators, gas or wood BBQ’s, unvented fuel
powered heaters, poorly maintained fire places, and running automobiles. Even candles can be a
risk, however the oxygen consumed and the carbon monoxide produced is low, so a few closely
monitored candles are an acceptable risk. A fire risk remains while candles are burning so don’t go
to sleep with them lit, and always place them in safe places, away from children and pets.
Portable Heaters
The newest portable propane or kerosene powered heaters available in Canada have modern technology such as carbon
monoxide sensors, low oxygen sensors, tip over sensors, etc. However Sergeant Bob would never go to sleep with one running,
or use one indoors for an extended period. Modern portable fuel heaters can be handy in some situations, such as extremely
well-ventilated indoor structures, temporary use like a focused thawing of water pipes, or for outdoor use. A modern heater of
this type must be maintained and refueled meticulously, be accompanied by the operators manual, have the correct fuel supply
and attachments, be refueled outdoors, not be moved while operating, and never be left unattended.

While the heater is operating, a fresh oxygen supply may conflict with our natural instinct to tightly seal doors,
windows, drafts etc., but it is a safety necessity.
Outdoor Gas / Diesel Generators
This may be the more practical option. If the generator is “hard-wired” into the building’s circuitry you’ll need a professional for
safe installation. A running generator NOT installed correctly poses a threat to utility workers, so it has to be done correctly, long
before the power goes out.
Running a temporary extension cord from a generator into a building to power a small electrical heater,
light, etc. is an option. This will work well if the generator is away from the building - not in an
attached garage - and you can seal the area around where the cord enters the building. Be aware:
fuel consumption can be high when a generator is under load, and gas may be scarce in a blackout.

Regardless of your comfort strategy, be careful about fuel storage and
transportation! And be sure to always have a working carbon monoxide
and/or smoke detector correctly placed in residential situations.

“ Don’t gamble with your safety.
The stakes are too high.”
Retired Police Sergeant Bob Paterson works together with The McLennan Group
Insurance Inc. to develop practical safety tips to help protect Canadians 50-plus.

Read more Sgt. Bob Tips online: SeniorSafetyTips.ca

