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Sick Building Syndrome (SBS)  
Building Related Illness (BRI)

http://www.epa.gov/iaq/pdfs/sick_building_factsheet.pdf

The term "sick building syndrome" (SBS) is used to 
describe situations in which building occupants experience  
acute health and comfort effects that appear to be linked  
to time spent in a building, but no specific illness or cause  
can be identified.  
The term "building related illness" (BRI) is used  when symptoms of 
diagnosable illness are identified and can  be attributed directly to airborne 
building contaminants. 

http://www.epa.gov/iaq/pdfs/sick_building_factsheet.pdf


The Precautionary Principle

• The precautionary principle or precautionary approach is 
used by policy makers to justify discretionary decisions in 
situations where there is the possibility of harm from taking 
a particular course or making a certain decision when 
extensive scientific knowledge on the matter is lacking.  

• The principle implies that there is a social responsibility to 
protect the public from exposure to harm, when scientific 
investigation has found a plausible risk. These protections 
can be relaxed only if further scientific findings emerge that 
provide sound evidence that no harm will result.



Deadly Indoor Air Pollutants

http://www.lung.org/healthy-air/home/healthy-air-at-home/prevent-problems.html

Carbon monoxide (Co): 400 die and thousands are sickened 
annually. Comes from any combustion. 
Secondhand smoke: 7,500-15,000 children are hospitalized or 
sickened with respiratory tract infections, and older adults with 
cardiovascular or lung illness are at higher risk of health problems. 
Radon gas: It's silent. It's odorless. It's found in many American 
homes, and it is the second biggest cause of lung cancer, after 
cigarette smoke. 

http://www.lung.org/healthy-air/home/healthy-air-at-home/prevent-problems.html


Carbon Monoxide (Co)
Symptoms: Early symptoms resemble the flu. If more than one family 
member has symptoms and you feel better away from home, you may 
have a carbon monoxide problem.  
When: Carbon monoxide levels can rise very quickly in unventilated 
areas (winter time when windows are closed) without anyone noticing 
the colorless, odorless, toxic gas. 
Prevention: Install a Co detector in each room (Title 24). Don’t idle 
the car in garages that are attached. All furnaces, water heater must 
be checked every 3 years. Provide proper ventilation in these spaces.



Second Hand Smoke

Prevention: Never let anyone smoke inside your home. The 
Surgeon General states that there is no safe level of secondhand 
smoke. Ask smokers to take it outside to protect the health of you 
and your family.



Radon radioactivity

See http://www.aarst.org

Symptoms: Lung cancer.  
When: Home built on soils with high level of the natural gas.  
Prevention: Soil and rock radon content must be tested before 
new construction. Getting rid of radon may save your life. 

http://www.aarst.org


Passive Homes and IAQ

Most homes have decent IAQ levels since they are leaky… 
Fixing these homes, improving insulation and windows is likely to 
deteriorate IAQ! 
Heavy insulation improvement comes with a survey of all combustion 
appliances and check of proper dedicated ventilation as well as 
remodeling with best of class low VOC building materials. 

Volatile Organic Compounds: Found in glue, plastics, carpets, paints and include highly toxic chemicals such as 
formaldehyde and acetaldehyde  



How to Ventilate a Passive/insulated Home?

http://www.eia.gov/state/?sid=CA

House Air Exchanger: A mechanical system that ventilate the 
entire space moving out the stale air (moisture, particulates and air 
pollution) but transferring its heat to incoming fresh air. 

http://www.eia.gov/state/?sid=CA


ASHRAE* Standard 62.2 Recommandations

Living areas:  .35 air changes per hour but not less than 15 cfm per 
person 
Kitchens: 
100 cfm intermittent or 25 cfm installed mechanical exhaust capacity 
Baths, Toilets: 50 cfm intermittent or 20 cfm continuous. 
!
cfm = cubic feet of air per minute (cfm)

American Society of Heating, Refrigerating and Air-Conditioning Engineers, Inc.



Allergies Related to IAQ

Pets: Pet allergies can come from an animal’s saliva, urine, feces and 
dead skin cells, so no pet is “hypoallergenic.” If someone in your 
family has pet allergies, keep your pet outdoors. 
Dust: Dust allergies are actually allergies to dust mites -- microscopic 
pests that need moisture to survive. Dust mites feed on human skin 
and live in bedding, pillows, mattresses, and carpets. Keep humidity 
levels below 50% indoors. Intensive vacuuming and steam cleaning of 
upholstered furniture may help. Remove carpets. Clean filters!



Moisture and mold Related to IAQ

High levels of moisture in your home increase dampness and the 
growth of mold, which are linked to increased wheezing, coughing 
and asthma attacks in people with allergies and kids. 
!
Remedies: Normal daily household activities -- including cooking, 
washing and even breathing -- produce water vapor, so having 
adequate ventilation is essential to remove moisture from the air.  



IAQ Tools 

Co tester/meter:  capable of detecting 1ppm of Co 
Nat. gas sniffer: for micro gas leaks (safety) 
Radon detector: detects micro radioactivity 
Formaldehyde tester: detects VOC levels  



To Purify your Home

Don't Install Carpets (FSC certified wood floor, titles…)   
Ventilate the Bathrooms and Kitchen 
Avoid Toxic Products (detergents,pesticide, paints, glues…) 
Beware Formaldehyde: (disinfectants, adhesive or bonding agents, 
insecticides, foam insulation and particle board in furniture…)  
Vent Your Wood Stove (or Better, Shut It Off, and install a closed 
natural gas fireplace) 
Be Wary of Old Lead Paint (lead-based paints can still be found in 
homes built before 1978) 
Keep humidity levels below 50% indoors (fix leaks!)  
Clean Your Air Conditioner and Duct filters (at least every 3 years) 
No indoor smoking 
No shoes indoor



Field trip 11/15, Palo Alto

Our meeting: 
- Fri 11/15/2013 (2:30 - 3:30 PM)  
- Lucie Stern Community Center  
   1305 Middlefield Rd, Palo Alto, CA 94301 
- See http://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/30449 

http://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/30449

