CARBON MONOXIDE
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three American women reportedly died
from carbon monoxide poisoning at a ho-
tel in Belize. In March, Miller Gardner, the
teenage son of former New York Yankees
outfielder Brett Gardner, died at a luxury
Costa Rican resort in what local authori-
ties attributed to carbon monoxide poison-
ing, although the investigation is ongoing.

Those stories are among the many in-
spiring U.S. lawmakers to push for na-
tionwide safety standards around carbon
monoxide.

On June 5, Reps. Angie Craig (D-
Minn.) and Mike Levin (D-Calif.) rein-
troduced the Safe Stay Act in Congress.
The proposed federal legislation would
mandate carbon monoxide detector in-
stallation in all U.S. hotels and short-term
lodging properties. Currently, this re-
quirement exists in only 14 states.

‘We don’t under-
stand how anyone
could oppose this
[CO detection]
legislation.

Chuck Heathco

“The Safe Stay Act has been brought be-
fore Congress twice in the last five years,
but both times it was shut down with not
a single Republican vote,” Heathco said.

While those recent incidents happened
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overseas, U.S. hotels also face carbon
monoxide poisoning risks.

According to a study in Preventive
Medicine Reports, more than 3,400 car-
bon monoxide incidents occurred at U.S.
hotels between 1999 and 2018, amount-
ing to roughly 170 incidents annually. The
Jenkins Foundation — a nonprofit formed
in honor of Daryl and Shirley Jenkins, who
died of carbon monoxide poisoning at a
North Carolina hotel in 2013 — has docu-
mented at least 167 deaths and more than
2,500 injuries from carbon monoxide poi-
soning in U.S. hotels and resorts since 1967.

While battery-operated detectors can
cost as little as $20, hardwiring systems
throughout existing properties requires
more significant investment.

“I think that the resistance is all finan-
cial,” Heathco said. “We don’t understand
how anyone — from lawmakers to trade
associations representing the hotel indus-
try — could oppose this legislation.”

The American Hotel & Lodging As-
sociation (AHLA), which has more than
32,000 lodging property members within
its fold, said it urges hotel owners to go
beyond minimum requirements.

“While carbon monoxide incidents in
hotel settings remain rare, AHLA empha-
sizes the importance of proactive mea-
sures to protect guests and employees,”
said a spokesperson, who added that the
group encourages members to follow best
practices, including regular inspection
and maintenance of fuel-burning appli-
ances, proper installation of carbon mon-
oxide detectors in applicable areas and
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ongoing staff training on monitoring and
emergency response procedures.

Major hospitality companies have also
addressed carbon monoxide safety. Hyatt
Hotels Corp., whose Unbound Collection
brand included the Rancho Pescadero re-
sort when Heathco died, said the property
was owned and operated by a third party.

“Immediately following the tragedy,
we launched a rigorous process to review
every Hyatt property’s compliance with
our safety standard,” Hyatt said, adding
that it “maintains strict safety standards
and requires carbon monoxide detectors
in all areas of hotels with gas appliances,
which meets or exceeds requirements by
regional authorities.”

Taking precautions

Travel professionals are not immune to
the risks of carbon monoxide.

In 2022, three Americans died from
reported carbon monoxide poisoning at
the Sandals Emerald Bay in the Bahamas,
including two travel advisors, Michael
and Robbie Phillips. In the wake of their
deaths, Sandals Resorts underwent a com-
prehensive safety review and has installed
carbon monoxide detectors across the
groupss resort portfolio, the company said.

Caitlin Stolzenthaler, owner of Curated
by Caitlin, was at the Sandals Emerald Bay
when the deaths occurred.

“Out of caution, we actually slept with
the windows open that final night in an
effort to put my mind at ease,” she said.
“That experience left a lasting impression
on me”

It also prompted her to buy a portable
carbon monoxide detector, and she ad-
vises concerned clients to do the same and
that they be aware of symptoms of carbon
monoxide poisoning like headaches, diz-
ziness and nausea, which can be mistaken
for other common illnesses. Stolzenthaler
said the topic of carbon monoxide doesn’t
come up often, but one of her clients can-
celed a trip this year due to concern re-
lated to the Costa Rica death.

Lee Friedman, founder and CEO of
Mango Tree Travel, said he had two fami-
lies headed to Belize shortly after this
year’s incidents. They opted to buy por-
table carbon monoxide detectors that cost
less than $20.

“I always tell my clients that it's worth
it to spend a little extra on things that are
causing them stress before a family vaca-
tion, since traveling with kids is stress-
ful enough,” Lee said. “So if $20 and a
little extra room in the suitcase could help
them sleep better at night, I was all for it

Abby Lutz and John Heathco died of carbon monoxide
poisoning while on vacation at a resort in Mexico.
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