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CO FIRE DETECTORS—THE FACTS
WHAT ARE CO FIRE DETECTORS?
CO fi re detectors are electronic detectors 
used to indicate the outbreak of fi re by sens-
 ing the level of carbon monoxide in the air. 
Carbon monoxide, usually known by its chem-
ical formula CO, is a poisonous gas produced 
by combustion.

ARE THEY THE SAME AS CO DETECTORS 
USED FOR HOME SAFETY?
No. Home CO detectors (CO alarms) are used 
to protect residents against carbon monoxide 
produced by incomplete com bus tion in appli-
ances such as gas fi res or boil ers. CO fi re 
detectors use the same type of sensor but are 
more sensitive and respond more quickly.

HOW DO THEY WORK?
CO detectors have an electrochemical cell, 
which senses carbon monoxide, but not 
smoke or any other combustion products. 
The cells do not require much power, so the 
detectors can be made electrically com pat i ble 
with ordinary smoke and heat detectors.

ARE THEY EFFECTIVE AS FIRE DETECTORS?
Yes—but only for certain types of fi re. Deep-
seated, smouldering fi res produce carbon 
monoxide, which can be detected some 
distance from the seat of the fi re. For this type 
of fi re a CO fi re detector will probably op er ate 
before a smoke detector.

Smoke detectors, however, will almost al ways 
give a better response to a fi re that has 
pro duced a rising plume of smoke. CO fi re 
de tec tors will give a poor response to fl am ing 
fi res.

WILL THEY REDUCE THE NUMBER OF FALSE 
ALARMS?
Because CO fi re detectors work on dif fer ent 
principles from smoke detectors, their false 
alarm behaviour will be different. For example, 
they will not be affected by steam, dust, or by 
most cooking fumes.

However, because of their high sensitivity, 
they may false alarm from harmless tran sient 
levels of CO produced by gas heaters starting 
up, or from vehicle exhaust fumes entering 
through a window. These events would not 
affect an optical smoke detector.

As always, the detector must be selected for 
the application, to achieve the best balance 
between fi re detection capability and false 
alarms.

ARE THERE ANY DISADVANTAGES?
There are some known disadvantages of CO 
fi re detectors.

One is that the electrochemical cells at the 
heart of the detectors have a limited life–typi-
cally seven years–and that they are not fail-
safe. The detector might be “dead” with out 
this fact being apparent.

For this reason Apollo has incorporated 
a means of checking the cell of its CO 
de tec tors.

Another clear disadvantage is the poor 
re sponse to many types of fi re, especially life-
threatening fl aming fi res.
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DOES APOLLO HAVE A CO FIRE DETECTOR?
Yes, as part of the Discovery range.

WHAT ARE THE RULES FOR INSTALLING CO 
FIRE DETECTORS?
The BFPSA has issued guidelines for the use of 
CO detectors.

Information is also available from Apollo - 
please request PIN sheet PP2089.

WHAT DOES APOLLO RECOMMEND?
Apollo has concluded that a multisensor 
detector, using smoke and heat sensors, can 
offer a big reduction in false alarms com pared 
with simple smoke detectors. At the same 
time, the multisensor can out per form the CO 
fi re detector for most com mon fi re types.


