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CONDITION

Paint, lacquer, and varnish remover poisoning

Paint, lacquer, and varnish remover poisoning is harmful exposure to the solvents or
caustic chemicals in stripping products.

WHATITIS
Toxic injury from paint-removing chemicals

BODY SYSTEM
Lungs, nervous system, heart, skin, and digestive system

MAIN SYMPTOMS
Headache, dizziness, breathing trouble, skin or eye burns

WHAT CAUSES IT
Exposure to toxic solvents or caustic chemicals

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED
Exposure history, examination, blood tests, and heart monitoring

MAIN TREATMENT
Decontamination, oxygen, monitoring, and supportive hospital care

CAN IT BE CURED?
Sometimes - prompt care can reverse effects

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?
Yes - after swallowing or serious fume exposure

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK
Often full recovery; severe exposure can cause lasting injury

Overview

Paint, lacquer, and varnish removers are products that soften or dissolve old finishes.
Poisoning happens when their chemicals are swallowed, inhaled, splashed into the eyes, or left
on the skin.

These products do not all contain the same ingredients. Some contain solvents such as
methylene chloride, also called dichloromethane, or chemicals such as methanol, acetone,
toluene, or N-methyl-2-pyrrolidone. Others use strong acids or alkalis, which can burn tissue. A
product described as "safer" or "low odor" can still be harmful.

Fumes can build up quickly, especially in a bathroom, basement, workshop, tank, or other
enclosed space. Some solvents affect the brain and cause sleepiness or loss of coordination.
Methylene chloride can also be changed by the body into carbon monoxide, reducing the
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blood's ability to carry oxygen.

The outcome depends on the ingredient, amount, route of exposure, ventilation, and how
quickly help begins. A brief, minor skin exposure is very different from swallowing remover or
breathing concentrated fumes. The product container or safety data sheet can help poison
specialists identify the risks.

Symptoms

Symptoms may begin during exposure or within minutes to hours. Some lung and carbon
monoxide effects can become clearer after the person has left the area.

Breathing fumes may cause:

Swallowing remover may cause burning in the mouth or throat, drooling, vomiting, stomach
pain, or difficulty swallowing. Solvents can enter the lungs during swallowing or vomiting. This
is called aspiration and can lead to serious lung inflammation.

Skin contact can cause redness, pain, blistering, numbness, or a chemical burn. Solvents may
remove the skin's protective oils, leading to cracking and inflammation. Some chemicals can
also pass through the skin.

Eye exposure may cause intense pain, watering, redness, blurred vision, or damage to the
surface of the eye.

Carbon monoxide produced from methylene chloride exposure may cause headache, nausea,
confusion, chest pain, or weakness. A standard fingertip oxygen monitor can look normal even
when carbon monoxide is affecting the blood.

- Headache, dizziness, nausea, or unusual tiredness

- Confusion, poor coordination, drowsiness, or fainting

- Cough, throatirritation, chest tightness, or shortness of breath
- Afastorirregular heartbeat

- Seizures or coma after severe exposure

Causes and risk factors

Poisoning is caused by direct exposure to the product's chemicals. Common situations include
stripping furniture indoors, working without enough ventilation, spilling remover on the body,
transferring it to an unlabelled container, or accidental swallowing by a child.
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Risk is higher when:

Children are at particular risk from small amounts because of their size. An intentional
exposure requires emergency care, regardless of the amount reported.

A cloth face covering, surgical mask, or ordinary dust mask does not protect against solvent
vapors. Even some gloves allow solvents to pass through, so protection must match the
product label or safety data sheet.

- The productis usedin an enclosed or poorly ventilated space
- Exposure lasts a long time or involves a large surface

- Respiratory or skin protection is unsuitable for the chemical

- The person has heart or lung disease

- Alcohol, sedatives, or other substances add to drowsiness

- The product contains methylene chloride, methanol, or a caustic chemical

Diagnosis

Diagnosis starts with finding out what happened. Clinicians may ask for the product name,
ingredients, route of exposure, approximate amount, time involved, symptoms, and whether
the work took place in an enclosed space. Bring the container or a photograph of its label if this
can be done safely. Do not bring a leaking container into a vehicle or medical building.

There is no single test for every remover. The examination focuses on breathing, alertness,
heart function, skin, eyes, mouth, and signs of chemical burns.

Testing may include:

Blood levels for certain solvents may be available, but treatment usually begins from the
exposure history and symptoms rather than waiting for a specialized result.

- Blood tests for oxygen balance, acid levels, kidney function, and liver injury
- A carboxyhemoglobin test for carbon monoxide exposure

- Anelectrocardiogram, or ECG, to check the heart rhythm

- Chestimaging when aspiration or lung injury is suspected

- Eye examination after a chemical splash

Treatment and management
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The first step is to stop the exposure without putting anyone else at risk. After breathing
fumes, move into fresh air only if it is safe to do so. Do not enter a contaminated enclosed
space to rescue someone without trained emergency personnel and proper breathing
equipment.

Remove contaminated clothing and jewelry. Brush off any dry chemical before rinsing. Wash
exposed skin with plenty of lukewarm running water. If the eyes were splashed, begin
continuous rinsing with clean lukewarm water and remove contact lenses if they come out
easily. Do not delay rinsing while looking for a specific solution.

Do not make someone vomit after swallowing remover. Do not give food, drink, activated
charcoal, or a chemical intended to "neutralize" the product unless a poison specialist
specifically directs it. Vomiting can pull solvents into the lungs, while attempts to neutralize
caustic chemicals can create heat and further injury.

Hospital treatment is based on the ingredient and effects. It may include oxygen, airway
support, heart monitoring, intravenous fluids, medicines for seizures or breathing problems,
and care for skin or eye burns.

People exposed to methylene chloride may receive high-concentration oxygen because the
body can convert it into carbon monoxide. Hyperbaric oxygen, delivered under pressure in a
special chamber, may be considered for selected severe cases. It is not needed after every
exposure.

There is no single antidote for all paint removers. Observation may be needed because
breathing problems, abnormal heart rhythms, or carbon monoxide effects can continue or
appear after the initial exposure.

Complications

Many limited exposures improve after decontamination and fresh air. More serious poisoning
can cause:

Severe methylene chloride exposure can cause carbon monoxide poisoning. People with heart
disease may be especially vulnerable because their heart already has a higher need for oxygen.

Repeated workplace exposure may contribute to ongoing headaches, slowed thinking, skin
inflammation, or other organ effects, depending on the chemical. These concerns require
occupational health assessment rather than simply treating each episode separately.

- Chemical burns and scarring of the skin, eyes, mouth, or digestive tract

- Aspiration pneumonitis, meaning lung inflammation after solvent enters the airway
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- Fluid buildup or other delayed injury in the lungs

- Abnormal heart rhythms, low blood pressure, or heart strain

- Seizures, prolonged unconsciousness, or brain injury from low oxygen
- Kidney or liver injury

- Lasting vision problems after a severe eye burn

Prevention

Accidental paint-remover poisoning is often preventable. However, no setup makes every
stripping chemical risk-free.

Read the entire label before opening the product. Check the safety data sheet when using it at
work or when the label does not clearly describe ventilation and protective equipment.
Consider a less hazardous removal method when one is suitable.

Use the product outdoors when the label allows. If indoor use is permitted, provide effective
ventilation and avoid small enclosed spaces. A fan or open window may not provide enough
protection from a highly volatile solvent.

Wear the eye protection, clothing, gloves, and respiratory protection specified for that
chemical. Do not assume household gloves or a dust mask are suitable.

Keep removers in their original, closed containers. Never transfer them into a cup, drink bottle,
or food container. Store them away from children, pets, heat, flames, and food. Do not mix a
remover with another cleaning or stripping product.

Follow local rules for disposal. Do not pour leftover product into an unlabelled container or
leave open waste materials where vapors can build up.

Living with it and what to expect

The course depends on the chemical and the severity of exposure. Mild headache or dizziness
from a brief inhalation may improve over hours after fresh air and medical assessment. Minor
skin irritation may settle over several days, although dryness or inflammation can last longer.

Chemical burns take longer to heal and may need wound, eye, or digestive-system follow-up.
Lung irritation after aspiration can worsen during the first several hours and may require
hospital observation. Recovery from severe lung or brain injury can take weeks or months.

After carbon monoxide exposure from methylene chloride, most improvement may occur
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once the exposure stops and oxygen treatment begins. Some people develop later problems
with memory, concentration, mood, balance, or headaches. New neurological symptoms after
discharge should be assessed promptly.

People who recover from a limited exposure often return to their usual activities without
lasting effects. Severe exposure can leave breathing, vision, heart, or neurological problems.
Follow-up should focus on the organs affected and on preventing another exposure.

If the poisoning happened at work, record the product, task, ventilation, protective equipment,
and length of exposure. Occupational health services can assess whether the work process
needs to change.

When to get medical help
Call emergency services now if someone has:
Do not enter an enclosed contaminated area yourself. Wait for trained rescuers.

Contact a poison centre immediately after any swallowing, significant fume exposure, or
chemical splash to the eyes. Also call for persistent symptoms after skin contact. In the United
States, Poison Help is available at 1-800-222-1222 . Elsewhere, use your local poison
information service or emergency number. Have the product label nearby if possible.

After initial treatment, arrange prompt follow-up for continuing cough, shortness of breath,
swallowing difficulty, skin wounds, eye pain, blurred vision, headaches, memory problems, or
unusual fatigue. Routine follow-up may also be advised after a serious exposure even if you
feel well.

- Trouble breathing, severe chest pain, or blue or gray lips

- Collapsed, had a seizure, or cannot be awakened

- Severe confusion, loss of coordination, or worsening drowsiness

- Swallowed remover intentionally or swallowed a substantial amount

- Beenovercome by fumes in an enclosed space

Common questions

What should | do if | breathed in paint remover fumes?

Leave the area and get into fresh air without re-entering an unsafe space. Contact a poison
centre for product-specific advice. Call emergency services for breathing difficulty, chest pain,
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confusion, fainting, seizures, or severe drowsiness.
Can paint remover poisoning happen through the skin?

Yes. Some ingredients cause chemical burns, while certain solvents can pass through the skin.
Remove contaminated clothing and rinse the skin thoroughly. Seek urgent advice for pain,
blistering, numbness, a large exposure, or symptoms such as dizziness.

How long do paint remover fumes stay in your system?

There is no single time because products contain different chemicals. Some solvents are
cleared over hours, while methylene chloride can keep producing carbon monoxide after
exposure has ended. Symptoms and blood tests guide how long monitoring is needed.

Can paint remover fumes cause carbon monoxide poisoning?

Methylene chloride can. The body converts some of it into carbon monoxide. This can cause
headache, nausea, confusion, chest pain, or loss of consciousness. A normal reading on a
standard fingertip oxygen monitor does not rule it out.

Is paint remover poisoning fatal?

Severe exposure can be fatal, particularly after swallowing, concentrated inhalation, loss of
consciousness, or exposure in an enclosed space. Prompt decontamination, poison-centre
advice, and emergency treatment improve the chance of recovery.

Should | make someone vomit after they swallow paint remover?

No. Vomiting can cause solvent to enter the lungs and produce serious inflammation. Call a
poison centre or emergency service immediately and follow its instructions.

Sources

- U.S. National Library of Medicine. MedlinePlus Medical Encyclopedia: Paint, lacquer, and
varnish remover poisoning

- Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry. Medical Management Guidelines for
Methylene Chloride

- Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry. Toxicological Profile for Methylene
Chloride

- National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health. NIOSH Pocket Guide to Chemical
Hazards: Methylene Chloride

- America's Poison Centers. Poison First Aid
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- U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. Risk Management for Methylene Chloride Under
the Toxic Substances Control Act
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