
What Are the Physical Properties of Sarin?
According to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control (CDC), “Sarin is a clear, 
colorless, and tasteless liquid that has no odor in its pure form. However, 
sarin can evaporate into a vapor (gas) and spread into the environment.” 
Sarin is considered to be the most volatile of the nerve agents, meaning 
“it can easily and quickly evaporate from a liquid into a vapor and spread 
into the environment.”1

How Does Sarin Work?3

Symptoms of sarin exposure appear very rapidly—within seconds if 
exposed to sarin in a vapor form and minutes if exposed to sarin in its 
liquid form. The severity of symptoms experienced by a person exposed 
to sarin depends on the amount of sarin exposure, the amount of time the 
person was exposed, and the route of exposure.

Nerve agents, including sarin, overstimulate the body’s muscles and 
glands from working properly. This can cause the body to become tired 
very rapidly and can make it difficult to continue breathing. Exposure to 
large doses of sarin can ultimately result in respiratory failure, paralysis, 
convulsions, and loss of consciousness.

What Are the Symptoms of Sarin Poisoning?2

Generally, sarin is most toxic when inhaled or swallowed. Incapacitating 
symptoms of sarin exposure can appear within 1-10 minutes. Symptoms 
of sarin poisoning can include runny nose, chest tightness, pinpoint pupils, 
shortness of breath, excessive salivation and sweating, nausea, vomiting, 
abdominal cramps, involuntary defecation and urination, muscle twitching, 
confusion, seizures, paralysis, coma, respiratory paralysis, and death.

If the exposure is milder and through the skin, the onset of symptoms may 
be delayed up to 18 hours. 

What Should a Victim Do If Exposure Is Suspected?3

According to the CDC, “Recovery from sarin exposure is possible with 
treatment, but to be effective, the antidotes available must be used 
quickly.” If exposure is suspected, victims should leave the area where sarin 
was released, remove their clothing, rapidly wash their body with large 
amounts of soap and water, and seek medical care as soon as possible. A 
skin decontamination product may also be used to remove or neutralize 
the toxin. Nerve agent antidotes in auto-injector devices are often carried 
by soldiers for emergency treatment. Auto-injectors are administered 
soon after exposure when symptoms appear.
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Sarin (also known as GB) is a man-made 
chemical warfare nerve agent. Nerve agents 
are the most rapidly acting and deadly of all 
known chemical warfare agents.2

Sarin is classified as an organophosphate, 
and like other nerve agents, was initially 
manufactured as an insecticide and was later 
evaluated for military use due to its toxicity.3

“Organophosphate (OP) nerve 
agents were designed specifically 
to cause incapacitation or death 
in military use and are particularly 
effective because of their extremely 
high acute toxicity.”
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The Organisation for the Prohibition 
of Chemical  Weapons cited 
“incontrovertible” test results 
showing that sarin or a sarin-like 
substance was used in an incident 
that killed 86 people in a Syrian 
town in April 2017.4  
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