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Indoor Air Quality
and You




We spend most of our time at homes, offices
and other indoor environment. Poor indoor
air quality (IAQ) may cause headache, itchy
eyes, respiratory difficulties, skin irritation,
nausea and fatigue. Children, elderly and
people with existing respiratory or heart
disease are more susceptible to the effects of
indoor air pollution.

What are the common indoor air pollutants in
Hong Kong?

Our indoor environment may contain many different air
pollutants. Some common air pollutants in Hong Kong are:
« carbon dioxide from people, pets, and plants

« radon from building materials

e volatile organic compounds from consumer
products such as cosmetics,
pesticides, cleaning agents,
etc.

» formaldehyde from pressed-
wood products

» biological contaminants

eenvironmental tobacco
smoke from smoking

« airborne particles

Carbon dioxide

Living things breathe out carbon dioxide. A high level of
indoor carbon dioxide indicates inadequate supply of fresh
air. This is usually caused by:

« improper partitioning and overcrowding
» infrequent window opening

e improper maintenance or operation of the
ventilation system

It will make you feel sleepy, and can possibly cause a build-
up of other indoor air pollutants.

Radon

Radon is a colourless and odourless radioactive gas that
comes out from concrete building materials containing
granite. It can accumulate to a high concentration if the

premises are poorly ventilated. Exposure to elevated radon
and its decay products may increase the risk of lung cancer.

Volatile organic compounds and formaldehyde

Volatile organic compounds (VOCs), including
formaldehyde, are a diverse group of organic compounds
that evaporate at room temperature. These VOCs are
emitted from many sources such as building materials,
furnishings, cosmetics, cleaning agents, pesticides, and
tobacco smoke. Exposure to VOCs may result in both acute
and chronic health effects. In sufficient quantities, VOCs can
cause eye, nose and throat irritations, and even headaches,
dizziness, visual disorder and many other impairments.
Some of the VOCs, formaldehyde in particular, which
have been measured indoors are known human or animal
carcinogens.

Formaldehyde in the indoor
mainly comes from furniture
made of wood products with
urea-formaldehyde as adhesive
or coating materials. Other
sources include gas cooking,
incense burning, carpeting, etc.

Biological contaminants

Biological contaminants include bacteria, fungi (commonly
known as mould), viruses and dust mites. Their growth may
be accelerated by:

* inadequate ventilation

e damp and wet condition
e dusty environment

e dirty air filter and ducting of air conditioners or
ventilation systems

They may cause sneezing, watery eyes, coughing,
shortness of breath, dizziness, lethargy, fever, digestive
problems. Some of them may trigger allergic or asthmatic
reactions.

Environmental tobacco smoke

Environmental tobacco smoke (ETS) is a mixture of
smoke given off by the burning end of a cigarette, pipe,
or cigar and the smoke exhaled by the smoker. It is a

complex mixture of over thousands of individual chemical
compounds. ETS is a strong irritant and a known cancer-
causing agent. It causes eye, nose, and throat irritation, and
may significantly increase the risk of lung cancer and other
respiratory illnesses.

Airborne particles

Particles of dust, dirt, or other substances may be drawn
into the building from outside and can also be produced
from indoor activities, like cooking, operating equipment
and smoking. These light weight airborne particles may
cause eye, nose and respiratory irritation.

What are the tips to improve IAQ?

* Keep your premises clean and dry, including vacuuming
regularly, cleaning up mould and fixing water leakage or
flooding promptly.

* Open the windows often to increase ventilation; if air
conditioners are used, maintain good ventilation with
sufficient fresh air supply.

* Clean regularly the ventilation system including air filter
and ducting, and maintain the system in good working
condition at all times.

* Avoid unnecessary partitioning of the premises that can
impede air flow.

* Select products with no or low VOCs.

* Move in new furniture only when it has been aired-out
adequately.

* Quit smoking.
* Provide local exhaust to polluting activities such as

cooking, renovation, photocopying,-and smoking as far
as possible.

* Carry out renovation and pest control work during
unoccupied times.

If you have signs or symptoms that may be related to
indoor air pollution, consult your doctor.

For more information, please contact:

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

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



