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WWhhaatt  AArree  VVOOCCss  aanndd  HHooww  CCaann
YYoouu  AAvvooiidd  TThheemm??

BByy GGeemmmmaa  AAlleexxaannddeerr

 JUN 7, 2022  indoor air quality, Red List, VOCs

Somewhere around the turn of the century, people began to
realize that nneeww  ccaarr  ssmmeellll is actually an unhealthy
combination of 50-60 VOCs off-gassing from plastics, vinyl,
and glues. For a while, environmentalists paid a lot of attention
to avoiding VOCs, but it’s hard to maintain attention these days.

The Federal Trade Commission is responsible for handling false
advertising claims, but they have filed only ttwwoo  ttoo  ffiivvee
eennvviirroonnmmeennttaall  mmaarrkkeettiinngg  ccaasseess per year since 2015, which
means that very few greenwashers are ever held accountable.
Unfortunately, some companies have taken advantage of the
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xlack of scrutiny to greenwash their products, as evidenced by
one of those rare FTC legal actions. The FTC took action against
YYOOLLOO  CCoolloorrhhoouussee for advertising their paints as no-VOC when
that wasn’t true at all. Here’s why that’s a bigger problem than
just false advertising.

WWhhaatt  AArree  VVOOCCss

VOC stands for “volatile organic compound.” VVoollaattiillee  oorrggaanniicc
ccoommppoouunnddss include a wide variety of chemicals that share two
key characteristics. First, they are all emitted as gases from
solids or liquids that contain them in a process called “off-
gassing.” Second, they are all organic. In environmental circles,
“organic” is usually a positive term that implies natural origin.
But in chemistry, “organic” is a neutral term that refers to
carbon-based compounds.

Organic chemicals include most of the compounds that make
up living matter. Relatively few of them are volatile, but some
such as methane and benzene are naturally occurring. But
many other VOCs are manufactured chemicals that are rare in
nature if they exist there at all. Regardless of their origin, VOCs
work as industrial solvents, fuels, paint thinners, and ddrryy--
cclleeaanniinngg agents. They are also present in thousands of
commercial products, from paints and paint strippers to
cleaning supplies, pesticides, glues and permanent markers.

WWhhaatt’’ss  WWrroonngg  WWiitthh  VVOOCCss

VOCs, including ffoorrmmaallddeehhyyddee, a variety of compounds found
in paints and finishes, and some ffllaammee  rreettaarrddaannttss, are on the
RReedd  LLiisstt of materials green builders try to avoid. When released
outdoors, VOCs react with nitrogen oxides in the air to form
oozzoonnee  ppoolllluuttiioonn. Organic compounds in myriad chemical
products become pollutants in ggrroouunnddwwaatteerr, and volatile
organics in many hhoommee  pprroodduuccttss contribute significantly to
indoor air pollution.

Organic pollutants can have short- and long-term adverse
hheeaalltthh  eeffffeeccttss. Because VOCs comprise such a widely varied
group of compounds, their health impacts are also varied, but
can include irritation of eyes, nose, and throat; difficulty
breathing and nausea; central nervous system and other organ
damage; and even cancer. The AAggeennccyy  ffoorr  TTooxxiicc  SSuubbssttaanncceess
aanndd  DDiisseeaassee  RReeggiissttrryy  TTooxxiicc  SSuubbssttaanncceess  PPoorrttaall identifies
specific health effects from different kinds of VOCs.

Indoor air quality can be ttwwoo  ttoo  ffiivvee  ttiimmeess  wwoorrssee than outside
air quality. Concentrations of many harmful VOCs are uupp  ttoo  1100
ttiimmeess  hhiigghheerr indoors than outdoors. There are several
remedies for iinnddoooorr  aaiirr  qquuaalliittyy at home, but one of the most
important is source control.
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Before you start a house painting project, make sure you buy no-VOC or low-VOC
paint to minimize adverse health effects.

AAvvooiiddiinngg  VVOOCCss

Choose cleaning products, solvents, glues, and paints that are
labeled low-VOC or no-VOC. To avoid the kind of
ggrreeeennwwaasshhiinngg revealed in the Colorhouse case, look for third-
party certification. Unfortunately, there is no single certification
system for VOCs. Paints and finishes may have one of sseevveerraall
ttyyppeess of certification, including GreenGuard, Green Seal, and
Indoor airPLUS. Green Seal also looks at the safety of cleaning
products. Numerous other certification systems, such as
MADESAFE, consider the safety or ttooxxiicciittyy  ooff  iinnggrreeddiieennttss in a
wide variety of consumer products.

You can also avoid VOCs by choosing different types of
products. Avoid anything made from vinyl (also known as PVC).
Choose solid wood furnishings instead of upholstered ones and
bare wood or tile floors instead of carpet to avoid the VOCs in
foams.

Most off-gassing takes place when products are new and
decreases over time. Buying second-hand is one way to avoid
VOCs in soft furnishings and other products where VOCs may
be unavoidable. When you must buy new products – for
example, engineered woods bound with adhesives that contain
VOCs – let the materials off-gas outdoors or in the garage
before bringing them into the home.

Time remodeling and craft projects for summer so that you can
keep doors and windows open while working. Completely
avoiding VOCs in products is impossible when even computers
and mattresses contain them. So, try to maintain good
ventilation in your home at all times to remove any VOCs
released. Off-gassing is more severe in high temperatures and
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    

high humidity, so keeping your home cool and dry is also
helpful. Finally, communicate with the manufacturers of the
products you buy and eennccoouurraaggee  tthheemm to offer low and no-
VOC products.
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Gemma Alexander has an M.S. in urban horticulture
and a backyard filled with native plants. After
working in a genetics laboratory and at a landfill,
she now writes about the environment, the arts and
family. See more of her writing here.
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