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Overview
• Unvented gas appliances (UGAs) still a flash point topic 

• The EPA and the home performance industry continue to be polarized
against manufacturers over health and safety risks

• A clear distinction must be made between pre- and post- 1980 UGAs –
they are two different animals

• Purchases for residential use have been on the rise – now an 
estimated total of 17 million units in use

• Consumers receive conflicting information about correct usage and 
applications for UGAs from vendors, health and safety bodies

• Field staff communication with residential occupants who operate
UGAs must account for range of conflicting information consumer 
hears and the occupant's own perceptions about the risks posed

without sowing undue panic
and by helping your clients make sense of information and 
advice about the potential hazards

Effective communication with clients requires an understanding of their 
perceptions and knowledge about - as well as motivation for using - an 
unvented gas appliance



What consumers hear from manufacturers

Empire BF-30-L 30,000 BTU 
Item Features

• Convenient, easy-to-operate controls on the top of unit

• Push-button ignitor lights the pilot, eliminates need for 
matches

• Test-fired in the factory 

• Oxygen-Depletion Sensor shuts off the unit if there is not 
enough available fresh air

• Quiet as a whisper 

• Durable, scratch-resistant finish

• Of all heating sources available, gas heats an area
cleanly, efficiently, and for less than half the cost of 
electricity. Gas heat also continues to function in the event 
of a power outage



What frequently visited advice websites say

About.com

You might wonder how a fireplace can be safely used without venting 
its wastes to the outside.

Unvented gas logs are designed to produce a very hot flame that 
results in nearly complete fuel combustion, decreasing the levels of 
carbon monoxide and soot that are produced by other gas logs.

Unvented gas logs are always equipped with an Oxygen Depletion 
Sensor (ODS), which is designed to turn off the gas before carbon 
monoxide reaches a dangerous level in the room.

It's a good idea to install one or more carbon monoxide detectors in 
your home, no matter what type of fuel-burning appliance you have.

Detectors are an inexpensive way to put your mind at ease about 
carbon monoxide levels.





The EPA concludes that, if you cannot avoid using an unvented gas or kerosene space 
heater... keep doors to the rest of the house open, crack a window to ensure enough air 
for ventilation, and don't sleep in any room with an unvented gas or kerosene space heater



Making sense of it all
• Purpose of this presentation not to prove or disprove VF-GAMA or 

EPA, but to think about strategies for talking to occupants about 
UGAs

• In the maelstrom of information out there, what do we really know?

• The advertised safety claims of post-1908s UGAs (near-complete 
combustion and minimal concentrations of harmful by-products) 
depend on:

no error in installation

no change in burners once unit is installed

no change in regulator or fuel mix

no product design or manufacturing flaw

adequate maintenance 

correct occupant usage

...which we find all day long in the field :-)



Adding to the mix: Occupant operation

Trends we see in the field:
• Predominance of pre-1980 UGAs

especially in low-income households, many of which with occupants 
more vulnerable to by-product concentrations, including small children 
and seniors

• Use of UGAs as a primary heat source

• Long operation times, especially in senior households with 
desired room temperatures of 85˚ and up

• Portable UGAs located near combustible material

• Infrequent maintenance 

• Windows closed in UGA combustion zone

• Doors closed in UGA combustion zone

• UGAs in bedrooms

NOTE: There’s no 
controversy 

here…

Nobody supports 
these types of 

operation

This is where the 
disagreement 

begins



Adding to the mix: 
Common client perceptions

o cheaper to buy
o cheaper to install
o cheaper to operate
o can heat just the space I want 

o easier to install
no penetration of building shell

o must be fairly safe since:

UGAs are 99% efficient

”So, I only have to worry about 1% of the gas causing harm,    
right?"

State law allows my hardware store to sell them

UGAs have a lot of safety features, so as long as I install a CO 
detector, I'll be ok 

key issues for low-
income households



Kaleidoscope! Where does this all leaves us?
• U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) position and 

focus on UGAs changed significantly since 1980, focusing more on 
fire risk than CO:

o 1978 - CPSC proposed a total ban on unvented gas space 
heaters

o 1980 - UGAs were the primary cause of 40 CO-related deaths 
annually

o 2003 - Space heaters were the primary cause of approximately 
11,000 residential fires and 190 fire-related deaths annually

o 2004 – Of the 150 heating system-related CO deaths, no 
differentiation between vented and unvented appliances. This 
reporting method continues today

• But, since the jury is still out on a definitive conclusion about risks 
today…

• And, since many of the pre-1980 UGAs are still in commission…
o particularly in low-income households served by Weatherization 

and other community service agencies (which frequently produce 
ambient CO test readings in excess of 200ppm)...



Developing a UGA Client Communication Strategy

• Design and conduct a training session for field staff on UGA 
communication issues. Make sure your staff are on the same page.

• Help field staff understand current research data,  advisories, sources of 
UGA information and their biases

• Review your company’s field combustion testing protocol for UGAs, 
develop a role play for training field staff on how to communicate the 
meaning of the test results to occupants in non-technical terms

• Follow basic rules for effective occupant education:

• Avoid jargon and acronyms
• Use a clear, visual aid to illustrate the health symptoms of combustion 

by-products at high and low-level concentrations. 
• Train staff to conduct a quick but targeted client interview to determine 

any suspected NO2, CO-related health effects in the household
• Engage occupant in a discussion to determine his/her knowledge, 

usage of, and motivations for using a UGA

• Consider the occupant’s susceptibility to health risks (age, how UGA is 
used)

• Avoid alarmism but always make safety the trump card


