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CONDITION

Tar remover poisoning

Tar remover poisoning is harmful exposure to the solvents used in products that dissolve

tar, grease, or asphalt.

WHAT IT IS

Harmful exposure to solvents used to dissolve tar

BODY SYSTEM

Lungs, brain, skin, eyes, heart, and digestive system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Coughing, breathing trouble, dizziness, nausea

WHAT CAUSES IT

Swallowing, breathing, or skin contact with solvent chemicals

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history, examination, oxygen monitoring, and targeted tests

MAIN TREATMENT

Decontamination, observation, and supportive hospital care

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - severe injuries may not resolve

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - breathing trouble, collapse, seizure, or severe drowsiness

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Mild exposures often resolve; severe organ injury can persist

Overview

Tar remover poisoning happens when a tar-removing product harms the body after being

swallowed, breathed in, splashed into the eyes, or left on the skin. Products sold for vehicles,

tools, roofing, or industrial cleaning may contain strong solvents that dissolve tar, asphalt, oil,

or grease.

The ingredients are not the same in every product. Some contain petroleum-based

hydrocarbons, such as mineral spirits. Others may contain chemicals such as toluene, xylene,

or chlorinated solvents. The label or safety data sheet is important because the ingredient

affects the risks and treatment.

Swallowing a tar remover is especially concerning if the liquid enters the lungs. This is called

aspiration. It can happen during swallowing or vomiting and may cause chemical pneumonitis,
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meaning inflammation and injury in the lungs.

Breathing concentrated fumes can affect the brain and breathing. Large or prolonged

exposures may also affect the heart or other organs. Skin and eye contact usually causes local

irritation, but some solvents can also pass through the skin.

A suspected exposure should be discussed promptly with a poison centre, even if symptoms

are mild or have not started. Serious symptoms require emergency care.

Symptoms

Symptoms depend on the product, amount, route of exposure, ventilation, and time since the

exposure. They may begin quickly, but lung symptoms can sometimes develop or worsen over

several hours.

After swallowing tar remover, possible symptoms include:

Coughing after swallowing is important because it may mean some liquid entered the airway.

Vomiting can increase the chance of aspiration.

Breathing fumes may cause headache, dizziness, nausea, eye or throat irritation, sleepiness, or

confusion. A heavy exposure in an enclosed space can lead to poor coordination, loss of

consciousness, slowed breathing, or seizures.

Lung injury may cause ongoing coughing, chest discomfort, wheezing, fast breathing, or

shortness of breath. The lips or skin may look bluish or grey when oxygen levels are

dangerously low.

Skin exposure can cause redness, dryness, cracking, pain, or a burning feeling. Long contact

under soaked clothing may cause a chemical burn. Eye exposure can cause pain, watering,

redness, blurred vision, and sensitivity to light.

Some solvents can disturb the heart's rhythm. This may feel like a racing or irregular heartbeat,

weakness, light-headedness, or fainting. The exact risks depend on the ingredients.

- Burning or irritation in the mouth and throat

- Nausea, vomiting, or stomach pain

- Coughing, choking, or gagging

- Drowsiness, dizziness, confusion, or poor coordination

Causes and risk factors
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Tar remover poisoning is caused by contact with the chemicals in the product. Common

situations include accidental swallowing, using a product in a poorly ventilated area,

transferring it into an unlabelled drink container, or spilling it onto clothing or skin.

Young children may swallow a product that has been left within reach. Adults may be exposed

while cleaning vehicles, tools, machinery, flooring, or roofing materials. Workplace exposures

can occur when ventilation and protective equipment are inadequate.

Risk may be greater when:

Mixing tar remover with other cleaners can create additional hazards. Never assume two

cleaning products are safe to combine.

- The product is used in an enclosed space

- A large amount is spilled or swallowed

- Contaminated clothing is not removed promptly

- The person vomits after swallowing the product

- The exposure lasts a long time

- Alcohol, sedatives, or other substances add to drowsiness

- Existing lung or heart problems make the body less able to tolerate exposure

Diagnosis

There is no single test that confirms every case of tar remover poisoning. Diagnosis is usually

based on the product involved, how the exposure happened, symptoms, and a physical

examination.

The product container, ingredient list, or safety data sheet can help the poison centre and

hospital identify the likely chemicals. Useful details include when the exposure happened,

whether the product was swallowed or inhaled, and whether coughing or vomiting occurred.

A healthcare team may check breathing rate, alertness, heart rhythm, temperature, blood

pressure, and blood oxygen using a finger sensor. An electrocardiogram, or ECG, records the

heart's electrical activity.

A chest X-ray may be used when there is coughing, low oxygen, or concern that liquid entered

the lungs. Early X-rays can sometimes appear normal even when lung irritation is developing,

so observation and repeat assessment may be needed.

Blood tests may check acid levels, electrolytes, blood sugar, or liver and kidney function after a

significant exposure. Testing for particular chemicals is only useful in selected cases. For
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example, products containing methylene chloride may lead clinicians to test for carbon

monoxide exposure because the body converts part of that chemical into carbon monoxide.

Treatment and management

The first step is to stop the exposure without putting anyone else at risk. Move away from

fumes and into fresh air if this can be done safely. Do not enter an enclosed contaminated area

without appropriate rescue equipment.

Remove clothing soaked with the product. Wash exposed skin with plenty of lukewarm

running water and mild soap. Rinse an exposed eye with clean, lukewarm water, removing

contact lenses if they come out easily. A poison centre can advise how long rinsing should

continue for the specific product.

Do not make someone vomit after swallowing tar remover. Vomiting can draw the liquid into

the lungs. Do not give food, milk, oil, alcohol, activated charcoal, or another home remedy

unless a poison specialist specifically recommends it.

Hospital treatment is supportive, meaning it protects breathing and other body functions while

the chemical is cleared. It may include oxygen, breathing support, intravenous fluids, treatment

for seizures, and heart monitoring. Wheezing may be treated with an inhaled medicine that

opens the airways.

Activated charcoal and stomach pumping are generally avoided for hydrocarbon products

because they can increase aspiration risk and often remove little chemical. A toxicology

specialist may consider different measures for an unusual ingredient or a very specific

situation.

There is no single antidote for most tar remover mixtures. Antibiotics like amoxicillin or

doxycycline do not treat chemical lung inflammation and are not routinely used unless there is

evidence of an infection. Steroids like prednisone or hydrocortisone are also not routine

treatment for hydrocarbon aspiration.

People without symptoms may still need a period of observation because breathing problems

can be delayed. The required monitoring depends on the product, symptoms, and route of

exposure.

Complications

The main serious complication after swallowing is aspiration pneumonitis. The solvent irritates

lung tissue and can cause inflammation, fluid leakage, and reduced oxygen. Severe cases may
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progress to respiratory failure, meaning the lungs cannot provide enough oxygen without

support.

Other possible complications include an abnormal heart rhythm, seizures, loss of

consciousness, or injury caused by falling while dizzy. Prolonged skin contact can produce

dermatitis or a chemical burn.

Certain ingredients can affect the liver, kidneys, blood, or nervous system after a substantial

exposure. These effects are product-specific and are not expected after every tar remover

exposure.

Long-term breathing problems or brain injury are possible after severe poisoning, particularly

when there was prolonged low oxygen. Mild exposures that are treated promptly are less likely

to leave lasting effects.

Prevention

Most tar remover exposures can be prevented. Keep the product in its original, labelled

container with the cap secured. Never pour it into a cup, bottle, food jar, or other container that

could be mistaken for a drink.

Store tar remover away from children, food, medicines, heat, sparks, and flames. Many solvent

vapours can catch fire.

Use the product only as directed on the label. Work outdoors or in an area with effective

ventilation. Household fans may not make a small enclosed space safe if they only move

contaminated air around.

Wear the gloves and eye protection recommended by the manufacturer. Replace

contaminated clothing promptly and wash exposed skin. Do not eat, drink, smoke, or vape

while handling the product.

For workplace use, follow the safety data sheet, ventilation controls, protective-equipment

requirements, and spill procedures. Dispose of leftover product and contaminated materials

according to local hazardous-waste rules.

Living with it and what to expect

Tar remover poisoning is usually an acute event rather than an ongoing condition. What

happens over the following days or months depends mainly on the chemical, the amount of

exposure, whether liquid entered the lungs, and how severely breathing or consciousness was
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affected.

Minor skin or eye irritation often improves after thorough rinsing, although dryness or

soreness may last for a time. Mild headache or dizziness from fumes may improve after leaving

the exposure area. Symptoms that continue or return need medical review.

After aspiration, coughing and breathing problems may develop during the first several hours.

Recovery from lung inflammation can take days or longer. Severe lung injury may require

intensive care and a longer period of reduced stamina.

Follow discharge instructions about activity and follow-up. A routine follow-up appointment

may be recommended after significant lung injury, an abnormal chest X-ray, ongoing cough, or

exposure to a chemical that can affect the liver, kidneys, or nervous system.

Some people feel anxious about using cleaning chemicals after a poisoning event. Reviewing

safer storage, ventilation, and protective equipment can help reduce the chance of another

exposure.

When to get medical help

Call emergency services now if the exposed person has trouble breathing, collapses, cannot be

awakened normally, has a seizure, becomes severely confused, or develops blue or grey lips or

skin. Move away from fumes only if it is safe to do so.

Do not wait for symptoms after a known or suspected swallowing. Contact a poison centre

promptly for advice based on the exact product. In the United States, Poison Help is available

at 1-800-222-1222. Elsewhere, use your national or regional poison information service.

Get urgent medical assessment for repeated coughing or choking after swallowing, persistent

vomiting, chest pain, wheezing, increasing drowsiness, fainting, or an irregular heartbeat. Eye

pain or blurred vision that continues after rinsing also needs prompt assessment.

After initial treatment, seek urgent reassessment if breathing becomes harder, cough

worsens, fever develops with respiratory symptoms, alertness changes, or symptoms return.

Routine follow-up is appropriate for stable, gradually improving symptoms when this was

recommended at discharge.

Common questions

What should I do if I swallowed tar remover?

Do not make yourself vomit. Rinse your mouth gently, move away from the product, and
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contact a poison centre immediately. Have the container or label available. Call emergency

services for coughing with breathing trouble, severe drowsiness, collapse, or a seizure.

Can symptoms start hours after the exposure?

Yes. Lung irritation can develop after the initial swallowing or aspiration, even if you first feel

well. This is why poison specialists may recommend observation rather than relying only on

how you feel immediately afterward.

Will drinking milk help?

Milk does not neutralise tar remover and may not be safe if you are drowsy, vomiting, or at risk

of aspiration. Do not take food, drinks, charcoal, or home remedies unless a poison specialist

advises it.

Is smelling tar remover enough to cause poisoning?

A brief smell in a well-ventilated place may cause irritation without serious poisoning.

Concentrated fumes, prolonged exposure, or use in an enclosed area can cause headache,

dizziness, confusion, and breathing problems. Leave the area if symptoms begin.

What if tar remover gets on my skin?

Remove contaminated clothing and wash the skin thoroughly with lukewarm running water

and mild soap. Contact a poison centre if there is ongoing pain, redness, blistering, a large

exposed area, or concern about a highly concentrated product.

Can tar remover poisoning cause permanent damage?

It can after a severe exposure, especially if there is major lung injury, prolonged

unconsciousness, or low oxygen. Lasting harm is less likely after a mild exposure that resolves

without breathing or neurological problems.
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