THE FOUR MYTHS OF GAS CHAMBER EUTHANASIA
By Doug Fakkema, Consultant to Animal Care and Control

Myth # 1: A carbon monoxide chamber is safer for shelter staff than EBI (Euthanasia by
Injection).
The most dangerous part of the carbon monoxide (CO) process is taking a dangerous dog
out of his or her kennel. The dog has to be snare poled then removed from the kennel and
taken to the gas chamber room. Next, the dog is forced (they won’t walk in on their own)
into the chamber’s rolling cage. Forcing a dog into the rolling cage is also dangerous.
When EBI is employed, the dangerous dog has to be snare poled then removed from the
kennel – a process no different from CO. The dog is taken to the euthanasia area and put
behind a safety-restraint gate so pre-euthanasia anesthetics (“tranquilizers”) can be
administered. The safety-restraint gate is easily and safely used.
Dangerous / feral cats must be removed from their cages and taken to the chamber room
when CO is employed. These cats are usually put on snare poles and placed into carriers
that are then put into the chamber. Snare poling cats is considered unacceptable practice
due to the extreme stress and even injury they cause the cat. With EBI, a purposedesigned cat net can be used to safely capture and transport the animal to the euthanasia
area and the animal euthanized without ever being removed from the net.
As more states require a microchip scan prior to euthanasia (California and Illinois as
examples), the use of CO becomes even more dangerous. With EBI, the dangerous
animal can be anesthetized first, then safely scanned and then euthanized if the scan is
negative. Pre-anesthesia is not appropriate for CO, so microchip scanning prior to
placement into the CO chamber is very difficult and dangerous.
To my knowledge, no shelter worker has ever been accidentally killed while administering
EBI. This is not true of CO. In March 2000, a shelter worker in Chattanooga, Tennessee,
died from accidental inhalation of carbon monoxide gas. The worker was operating the
chamber at the time. Carbon monoxide is an extremely dangerous gas that can have
profound effect even in very low concentrations. A leaking chamber or faulty CO
monitoring equipment can result in chronic exposure to the gas and resultant health
problems for the shelter worker.
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Myth # 2: A CO chamber is humane. Animals inside the chamber go peacefully to
sleep and die a humane death.
Most definitions agree, “euthanasia” means good, peaceful or painless death. A more
functional definition circulating in Animal Care and Control for many years defines
euthanasia as “death without fear, stress or pain.” Therefore, any death process that
results in stress, fear or pain to the animal cannot be considered euthanasia.
Placing a dog inside a CO chamber is stressful for that animal. Usually placed on a snare
pole, the dog is then walked, pushed or dragged to the chamber room. The dog is then
forced (they rarely walk into the chamber on their own volition) into a wheeled cage, often
with other, unfamiliar dogs in close proximity. This is stressful and most dogs are also
afraid because they don’t know what is happening to them. They have been placed into a
new and unknown situation, and this usually triggers fear.
Next the cage is wheeled into the CO chamber and the door is shut. The gas process
begins. It usually takes about one minute for the chamber to be charged with CO. This is a
minute of rapid change for the animals inside. The unfamiliar noise of gas entering the
chamber is loud to their sensitive ears. As the oxygen concentration inside the chamber
lowers, the effect on the animal is called “hypoxia” (inadequate oxygen in body tissue).
Dogs and cats are sensitive to this and often start to struggle. The struggle of one animal
can trigger similar struggles in the other animals inside the chamber. Shelter workers
typically leave the chamber room as soon as possible to avoid hearing animals scratching
at the door and sometimes whining, howling, meowing and crying.
Although it may not be physically painful, it is most definitely stressful and produces a great
deal of fear. The process therefore is not euthanasia.
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Myth #3: CO is cheaper than EBI.
Assuming that the CO chamber is a commercially manufactured unit using compressed gas
AND that it is used according to the AVMA Guidelines for the Euthanasia of Animals: 2013
Edition, then the cost per animal is roughly the same as EBI. I have conducted several
cost comparisons using actual data from animal care and control agencies. In the 1990’s
for example, I prepared an analysis that showed the cost per animal is approximately 5
cents cheaper for EBI. The analysis included all related costs such as wages, overhead,
equipment and supplies. All subsequent cost analyses have shown similar results.
Adding to the cost of CO is the need to use EBI for very young animals or for animals
suffering from severe illness or injury. This necessitates the use of EBI for all such animals
in animal care and control facilities that use CO.
CO can be cheaper than EBI, but only when unacceptable and inhumane shortcuts are
taken. Overloading the chamber, using home built, cinder block gas chambers or using
engine generated rather than bottled, compressed CO can all reduce costs. But these are
unacceptable, inhumane and often-illegal practices that violate the AVMA Guidelines put
forth in their Panel on Euthanasia report.

Myth #4: EBI can only be done by medically trained personnel.
This myth suggests that CO is the only euthanasia method that can be done by laypersons.
Between 1990 and 2013 I was a full time euthanasia trainer. During that 23-year period, I
conducted hundreds of EBI workshops throughout the world and trained thousands of
students. Most of the students in my classes had no previous medical knowledge or
training yet were able to successfully and competently administer EBI. Many students had
previous experience with CO and they had no difficulty transitioning to EBI.
There are other persuasive arguments to be made for EBI:





EBI is the preferred method of euthanasia according to all national animal protection
agencies: ASPCA, HSUS, AHA and NACA.
To my knowledge, no veterinarian in the United States uses carbon monoxide in
private practice.
I have never encountered an animal shelter worker who would choose to put his or
her beloved animal to death in a CO chamber. All would prefer EBI.
CO is prohibited in numerous states (California, New Jersey, Florida, Vermont, etc.),
therefore those states employ EBI as the only method of animal shelter euthanasia.
EBI can be done effectively in agencies both large and small.
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