
 
 

Australia New Zealand Industrial Gas Association 
PO Box 422, Flinders Lane, Victoria, 8009 

Telephone +61 3 9611 5412   Fax +61 3 9611 5499 Email office@anziga.org  
 
 

NITROUS OXIDE – SAFETY INFORMATION 

Dangers of Inhalation 
General 

At room temperature, nitrous oxide is a colourless non-flammable gas, with a slight metallic scent 
and taste. 

Health Effects 

Elevated concentrations of this gas in the air can be reached quickly on loss of containment, for 
example, via leaks and venting. The short-term health effect is primarily the narcotic effect, which 
includes dizziness, nausea, headache, and loss of coordination. In addition, gaseous nitrous oxide 
is heavier than air and can be found in greater concentrations at low levels; and therefore, if 
allowed to displace oxygen in a confined space, can also be an asphyxiation hazard.  

Nitrous oxide liquid or cold vapour coming in contact with the skin or mouth can cause freezing or 
frostbite. If frostbite has occurred, obtain medical attention. 
Nitrous oxide has been associated with several side effects from long-term exposure. The most 
strongly substantiated effect is neuropathy. Epidemiological studies also suggest fetotoxic effects 
and higher incidents of spontaneous abortion in exposed personnel. 

Uses 

Nitrous oxide is a colourless gas that is commonly used as a general anaesthetic in both medical 
and dental surgeries. It is also used: 
 
• as gas propellant for aerosols packaging; 
• as a combustive for the flame in atomic absorption spectrophotometry; 
• in the automotive industry to enhance engine performance; 
• in calibration gas mixtures for petrochemical industry, environmental emission monitoring; 

industrial hygiene monitors and trace impurity analysers. 

Dangers of inhalation  

Nitrous oxide readily displaces air, causing asphyxiation. 
 
Pure nitrous oxide will cause asphyxiation, resulting ultimately in respiratory arrest. Nitrous oxide 
is blended with oxygen when used in anaesthesia applications. 
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Nitrous oxide is frequently subject to inhalation abuse, sometimes resulting in the health effects 
described above.  
 
A person experiencing a nitrous oxide high could: 
 
• Have slurred speech 
• Have difficulty in maintaining his or her balance or walking 
• Be slow to respond to questions 
• Be immune to any stimulus such as pain, loud noises, and speech 
• Lapse into unconsciousness 

Nitrous oxide that is inhaled over a long period of time can lead to a vitamin B12 deficiency. When 
the level of vitamin B12 in the body is reduced, the red blood cell count is lowered, anaemia 
results, and nerves degenerate. A vitamin B12 deficiency causes a person to; have painful 
sensations in the arms or legs; have an unsteady walk or gait; become unbalanced and tend to fall 
over; feel or appear to be irritable; suffer intellectual deterioration. 

Safety Concern 

ANZIGA is concerned that this abuse of gas continues and appears to be treated with little 
concern from those responsible. 
 
The risks and effects of inhalation should be promoted, and greater attention paid to restricting 
access. 

Controls 

Nitrous oxide has many legitimate uses and is an essential product for many applications. 
Medical grade nitrous oxide is controlled by the Therapeutic Goods administration through the 
Scheduling of medicines & poisons.  This places regulatory control over its availability, distribution 
and storage. (https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2019L01471) 
 
Security for all nitrous oxide products is a growing concern because it is frequently subject to 
inhalation abuse. Stricter methods to control access, including increased security on production 
sites, should be considered. 
 
A policy for the sale of nitrous oxide should also be considered. It should be ensured by a 
thorough review before the purchase is approved and the delivery is made that the customer has 
a valid reason to purchase nitrous oxide.  Appropriate records should always be maintained. 
 
Nitrous oxide has a multitude of beneficial applications such as an anaesthetic or as a food 
propellant that ultimately improves the quality of people’s lives. When misused, abused, or 
handled improperly it can harm people, and potentially cause death.  ANZIGA members are 
concerned about the growing inappropriate use of this product.   
 
It should be noted that ANZIGA members DO NOT distribute or fill the small nitrous gas 
cartridges, that are predominately used for food preparation. 
 
 

  

https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2019L01471


CONTACTS:  
Australia and New Zealand Industrial Gas Association  
(ANZIGA)  

ACN 003 067 178  
PO Box 422, Flinders Lane, Victoria, 8009.  
Telephone: +61 3 9611 5412  
Email: office@ANZIGA.org 

Member Companies 

Air Liquide Australia Limited 
Level 12, 600 St Kilda Road, Melbourne VIC 3004  
Adelaide: (08) 8209 3600 
Brisbane: (07) 3246 6363 
Darwin: (08) 8947 1184 
Launceston: (03) 6334 9666 
Melbourne: (03) 9290 1100 
Perth: (08) 9312 9111 
Sydney: (02) 9892 9777 

Air Liquide Healthcare 
Telephone: 1300 360 202      
Emergency Number: 1800 812 588 

Air Liquide New Zealand Limited 
19 Maurice Road, Penrose Auckland, 
 New Zealand Telephone: (09) 622 3888 

BOC Limited 
10 Julius Avenue, North Ryde NSW 2113  
Telephone: 131 262 
Facsimile: 132 427 
Emergency Number: 1800 653 572 

BOC Limited (New Zealand) 
988 Great South Road, Penrose Auckland, New 
Zealand Telephone: 0800 111 333 
 

Coregas Pty Ltd 
66 Loftus Road, Yennora NSW 2161  
Telephone: 1800 807 203 
Emergency Number: 1300 657 070 

Coregas New Zealand 
141 Roscommon Road 
PO Box 76-351 
Manukau 2241 Auckland, New Zealand 
 
 

Associate Member 

Supagas 
5 Benson Road,  
Ingleburn NSW 2565 
Telephone (02) 8788 4444 
Emergency 1300 275 021 

Disclaimer 
This publication contains information sourced by ANZIGA from its members and third parties. The information 
is summary in nature and intended only as a guide or overview.  While ANZIGA has taken care to ensure the 
accuracy of the information, you should not rely on the information as being suitable for your particular 
circumstances. The information is also not intended to replace any training required by the regulatory 
authorities or which may generally be desirable.  Legislation and approved standards concerning the subject 
matter of this publication may apply. You should obtain appropriate legal or technical advice and you should 
also refer to the applicable legislation and any relevant approved standards to ensure compliance with your 
legal obligations. To the extent permitted at law, ANZIGA in its own right and on behalf of its members 
expressly disclaims liability for all loss, including damage to or loss of property, personal injury, death and 
economic loss, that may arise as a result of negligence, or other tort, or breach of statutory or contractual 
obligation, on the part of ANZIGA or any of its members in the preparation, circulation and distribution of this 
publication.   
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