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You may have experienced an unpleasant
smell or irritation of the eyes, nose and throat
when you entered a newly decorated room,
opened the packing of a new pressed-wood
furniture, or used an aerosol product. In these
cases, you may have been exposed to the
volatile organic compounds (VOCs) emitted
from these products. In fact, you can avoid or
reduce such exposure by simple means.

What are VOCs and their health effect?

VOCs are a diverse group of organic compounds that
evaporate at room temperature. In a typical indoor
environment, there are over a hundred compounds,
including formaldehyde, that can be classified as VOCs.
These VOCs are emitted from many sources such
as building materials, furniture, cosmetics, fragrance
products, cleaning agents,
pesticides, adhesives,
paints and tobacco smoke.
Clothes which have been
dry cleaned may also
contain residual VOCs.

Exposure to VOCs may result in both acute and chronic
health effects. Some of the VOCs are strongly addictive
and can result in the depression of the central nervous
system. In sufficient quantities, VOCs can cause eye, nose
and throat irritations, and even headaches, dizziness,
visual disorder and many other impairments. Some VOCs,
formaldehyde in particular, which have been measured
indoors are known human or animal carcinogens. As
existing knowledge of toxicological effects of VOCs and
their mixtures is still "

incomplete, it is
always prudent to
minimise exposure
to them.

What are the possible causes of indoor VOC
problem?

The problem may arise from:
* Poor ventilation with insufficient supply of fresh air.
* Premises recently renovated or furnished.

* Spread of VOCs via the ventilation system from localised
potential sources, such as printing shop, chemical store
or renovation work.

* Use of high VOC-emitting products such as fragrance
products, cleaning agents, pressed-wood furniture and
pesticides.

* Waste materials containing or soaked with VOCs not
packed airtight for disposal.

* Dry-cleaned clothing not adequately aired out before
use.

How to avoid or reduce indoor VOC
exposure?

* The most effective measure is to maintain good
ventilation for the premises, and provide independent
exhaust ventilation to potential VOC sources.

* Use low VOC-containing products as far as possible and
request emissions data from the manufacturers.

* Follow manufacturers' instructions in handling VOC
products such as paints, adhesives and cleaning agents,
and avoid using such products in an enclosed space
without proper ventilation.

* Select solid wood furniture which emits relatively little
formaldehyde and VOCs. Avoid bare pressed-wood
furniture and select those that are covered by laminate
or water-repellent finish on the surfaces and edges to
help reduce VOC emissions.

* Air out new furniture for at least several days or weeks
before placing it indoors, Allow early move-in of new
furniture to the premises at least several days or weeks
before occupation.

* Before a building is occupied, assess the total amounts
and duration of emissions of the various materials to
determine if increased ventilation or extended flush-out
period is needed.

* Schedule renovation and pest control work during
unoccupied times and flush the affected area with fresh
air to dilute emissions upon completion of work. Monitor
the schedules and process to ensure that appropriate
precautions are taken to minimise the accumulation of
VOCs.

* Air out thoroughly the dry-cleaned clothing before use.

How to measure indoor VOCs?

As identification and measurement of all individual VOCs
are expensive and time-consuming, measuring the total
VOCs (TVOC) altogether, i.e. sum of all VOCs without
distinguishing them individually, is generally adopted for
initial assessment.

Before deciding on the need to measure individual VOCs,
the above measures to get rid of the sources or reduce
the exposure should be considered. In case measurement
of individual VOCs is needed, you should seek help from
environmental professionals to carry out the measurement
and interpret the results.

Are VOC-containing products regulated?

The Air Pollution Control (Volatile Organic Compounds)
Regulation has set limits on the VOC content of paints,
selected consumer products, adhesives and sealants,
as well as printing inks, fountain solutions and printing
machine cleaning agents to reduce the emissions of VOCs
from these products.

For more information, please contact:

Indoor Air Quality Information Centre
Telephone: 2788 6177  Facsimile: 2788 6181
E-Mail: enquiry@iaq.gov.hk

Website: http://www.iaq.gov.hk



