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WARNING: Buildings may seriously damage 
your health. This was the message that greeted 
delegates at a recent conference on indoor air 
pollution in London sponsored by Vent Axia. 
: Professor Peter Burberry of the University of 
Manchester Institute of Science and Tech­
nology (UMIST) and a speaker at the confer­
ence said, "Serious consequences to a 
comparatively small number of people will 
certainly occur. 

"But of more immediate concern is, the 
reduction in well-being and productivity that 
can assail a much larger number." 

IAN VALLELY reports on the conference. 

WHAT is air pollution? 
asked Frank Latham, tech­
nical sales manager of 
Vent-Axia. 

"The term itself is fairly 
self-explanatory- the pol­
lution of the air we breathe 
inside buildings, whether 
they be our homes, offices 
or public places," he said. 

The pollutants, he said, 
included condensation 
from washing and drying 

clothes, combustion from 
gas cookers and cooking 
smells, aerosol propellants, 
solvents from polishes and 
adhesives, chemicals from 
paints, woodworm eradi­
cation, dusts, smoking, 
micro organisms, 
breathing and perspfring. 

"As if that weren't 
enough we encounter 
additional pollutants when 
we enter the office. Solvents 

and thinners, heat and 
paper dusts from photoco­
piers, facsimile machines 
and telexes, as well as the 
problems associated with 
some air conditioning, and 
toxic emissions from the 
building structure itself," 
he said. 

Added to all of these 
were formaldehyde, carbon 
monoxide, asbestos fibres 
and radon, a naturally 

occuring radioactive gas 
which emanates from gran­
ite soil areas. 

"Given that on average 
we spend 70% of our time 
indoors, affected by some 
or all of these pollutants, 
the problem begins to 
become apparent," said 
Mr. Latham. 

Moving onto the ques­
tion of who indoor pollu­
tion effects, Mr. Latham 
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said, "The answer, l fear, is 
everyone." 

He said that radon could, 
in extreme cases, cause lung 
cancer. 

"Of the radon found in 
buildings, 50% percolates 
through ground slab, 25% 
is due to masonry in the 
construction and the 
remaining 25% comes in 
through air infiltration_" 

Mr. Latham said that 
areas most at risk were 
parts of Scotland and 
South West England where 
there was a high presence of 
igneous rock . "Jn. these 
areas radon levels can be as 
high as I 00 times the 
normal level, and this 
represents an equivalent 

: risk to smoking l 0 cigaret­
tes a day. 

Deaths 

"The National Radiolo­
gical Protection Board sug­
gests that 700 deaths a year 
can be attributed to 
radon," he said. 

Formaldehyde could 
cause nausea and nose 
bleeding while dust har­
boured germs which could 
cause asthma, sinus trouble 
and sore throats, he said . 
And passive smoking was a 
risk to heaith . 

"Dr. Michael Russell e>f 
the Addiction Research 
Unit of the Institute of 
Psychiatry, London, esti­
mates that l ,000 non­
smokers may die from lung 
cancer every year through 
inhaling other people's 
cigarette smoke." 

Mr. Latham said that 
10% of the population was 
susceptable to allergic 
response from dust mites 
and Humidifier Fever 
could cause discomfort and 
illness. 

As to where indoor pol­
lution strikes, Mr. Latham 
said that any confined area 
was susceptible. He said 
that the Building Research 
.t::stabhshment estimated 
that 4 million existing 
houses suffered from con­
densation. 

Dangerous 

"In the case of office 
environments, those 
buildings seriously affected 
by indoor pollution of one 
form or another are often 
known as 'sick buildings'," 
he added. · 

"When, then, do people 
suffer the effects?" Mr. 
Latham asked. 

"Since we spend around 
70% of our lives indoors, 
we are almost constantly at 
risk ," he said. 

And why does the prob-
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lem ~•st? 
.. In recent years the 

increased cost of heating 
buildings has encouraged 
draught proofing, donble 
glazing and more efficient 
insulation, all of whdt 
have resulted in a dramatic 
reduction in natural venti­
lation and air movement in 
the indeor environment," 
Mr. Latham argued. 

And, he said, modem 
living had produced a 
whole new range of pollu­
tants. 

"The result of these 
developments is an indoor 
environment which am be 
highly dangerous .and even 
lethal to its occupants." 

But, ventilation could do 
a lot to alleviate the 
problem. 

Air conditioning was one 
solution but "it is essential 
that air conditioning units 
are carefully selected and 
properly maintained ifthey 
are not to cause .indoor 
quality problems through ':!) 

their very presence." 0 
Although mechanical · 

ventilation did not treat the 0 \ 
air it could give localised _o 
control of the intake and co 
extraction of fresh air with 
"very minimal" heat loss. 

"This can provide the 
solution to the majority of 
indoor pollution prob­
lems," Mr. Latham said. 

Minimum 

He said that the absolute 
minimum acceptable 
figures which Vent Axia 
believed should be set down 
in the Building Regulations 
were: Kitchens - JO air 
changes per hour (ACH); 
Bathroqms/sanitary ac­
comodation - 6 ACH; 
Habitable rooms - l .5 
ACH; Offices~ 6 ACH. 

But the figures currently 
in the Building Regulati<>ns 
were: Kitchens-3 ACH; 
Bathrooms/sanitary 
accomodation 3 ACH; 
Habitable rooms - I 
ACH; Offices- not stated. 
Mr. Latham criticised these 
figures for being too low 
and it wasn't made clear 
whether these were 
minimum or maximum 
figures anyway. "What is 
more, they are not manda­
tory," he said . 

Professor Peter Burberry 
of UMIST described the 
place of ventilation in the 
history of buildings and 
how this showed up in the 
factors aITecting venti­
lation rates. He highlighted 
seven areas: 
• The 1965 Building Regu­
lations said that no flues or 
vents were necessary so 
ventilation from these sour­
ces was inhibited. 






