
Hydrogen Sulfide (H2S) – What’s all the stink about?

[image: image1.png]



Hydrogen sulfide (H2S) is a flammable, colorless gas with a characteristic odor of rotten eggs.  It is commonly known as hydro sulfuric acid or sewer gas.  People can smell it at low concentrations in air, in fact most people can smell it at 0.008 parts per million (ppm).  However, odor is not a reliable indicator of the hazard because your sense of smell can become fatigued and increasing levels may no longer be detectable without instruments.

What happens to hydrogen sulfide when it enters the environment?

· Hydrogen sulfide is released into the atmosphere primarily as a gas and spreads in and mixes with the air

· Hydrogen sulfide remains in the atmosphere for about 18 hours.

· When released into the atmosphere as a gas, it will slowly change into sulfur dioxide and sulfuric acid.  In some instances, it may be released as a liquid waste from an industrial facility.  The liquid will vaporize and mix with the atmosphere.

· Potential exposure sources include sewers, landfills, petroleum refining, and paper/pulp mills

How can hydrogen sulfide affect my health?

Exposure to low concentrations of hydrogen sulfide may cause irritation to the eyes, nose, or throat; or you may become dizzy or get an upset stomach.  It may also cause difficulty in breathing for some asthmatics.  Brief exposures to high concentrations of hydrogen sulfide can cause a loss of consciousness and possibly death.  In some cases, the person will appear to regain consciousness without any other effects when exposed to low concentrations.  However, in many individuals, there may be permanent or long-term effects such as headaches, poor attention span, poor memory, and poor motor function.  No health effects have been found in humans exposed to typical environmental concentrations of hydrogen sulfide (0.00011-0.00033 ppm).

When working in areas where hydrogen sulfide may be present or generated, all workers should have their own H2S detector with an alarm that will sound at 10 ppm.  The detector is to be worn below the neck, and if one person’s alarm goes off, everyone is to evacuate the area.  

Scientists have no reports of people poisoned by ingesting hydrogen sulfide.  Pigs that ate feed containing hydrogen sulfide experienced diarrhea for a few days and lost weight after about 105 days.

Scientists have little information about what happens when you are exposed to hydrogen sulfide by getting it on your skin, although they know that care must be taken with the compressed liquefied product to avoid frostbite.
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