for the body

Breathe Better with Improved
Indoor Air Quality

By Candice Russell

hen the Barnett family of Plantation, Florida went

on a two-week vacation several years ago, they

returned home to discover a new and disturbing
problem in the closet of their master bedroom. A broken
sprinkler on their lawn had been shooting water into the
top of the house, causing mold to grow in the closet with
all their clothes and accessories. The problem was so
serious thal it caused homeowner Barbara Barnett to go
to the hospital with severe breathing problems. “| stopped
breathing in the ambulance,” she recalls. “They gave me
shots, steroids and inhalers.”

She and husband Don started sleeping in another
bedroom after their closet was cleaned out and demol-
ished down to the pavement, before being completely
rebuilt. While the Barnetts' situation was dramatic, many
other homeowners are living with a silent potential killer
lurking in their homes and they don’t even know it.

Colds and breathing problems are associated with
poor indoor air quality, which is rampant in homes and
offices across the U.S. As we become a more closed-
window culture, relying on heating systems in the winter
and spring to keep us warm and air-conditioning systems
in summer and fall to cool us off, the matter that floats in
the air eventually makes its way into our bodies, creating
health problems that could have been avoided.

Dirty ducts in heating and air-conditioning sys-
tems are a major source of indoor air pollution, a problem
that many homeowners and business owners ignore. Air-
borne contaminants are pulled into the ducts each time
these systems run. These contaminants build up over
time, creating a breeding ground for mold, bacteria, fungi
and other microbes. These particles drawn into air ducts
also pass through fiberglas filters and go into the equip-
ment. The result is higher repair and maintenance costs
in the long run. And it doesn’t take much -- according to
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), a buildup of
only 0.42 inches of dirt on a heating or cooling ceil can
decrease the system’s efficiency by an alarming twenty-
one per cent.

One company that helps improve indoor air qual-

ity is American Air Duct Cleaners of South Florida serv-
ing both commercial and residential properties in Miami-
Dade, Broward and Palm Beach Counties. Owner Nissim
Revivo explains who needs his services: "Pretty much
everybody. People don’t know what's in their heating and
air-conditioning systems. Fifty per cent of polluted air is
caused by things like dust mites, mold, and mildew, all of
which are very common in Florida. People get sick and
they don't understand why. It's polluted indoor air.”

In the field of improving indoor air quality for al-
most twelve years, Revivo is an expert. He doesn’'t mind
competition from other businesses but he wants to dis-
tinguish American Air Duct Cleaners from them. “| know
what I'm doing,” says Revivo. "Other companies may not
be certified. They don’t know what chemicals or brushes
to use. | have many repeat customers who wouldn’t come
back unless | was doing a good job.”

This under-reported arena of people's health is
just now starting to get the attention it deserves. Arecent
story in the Los Angeles Times reports that Joel Schwartz
of the Harvard School of Public Health believes that
particulate outdoor air pollution reduces life expectancy.
Reductions in particulate air pollution during the 1980s
and 1990s led to an average five-month increase in life
expectancy in fifty-one U.S. cities. Some of the more
initially polluted cities such as Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
and Buffalo, New York showed a ten-month increase, ac-
cording to researchers.

The particulates in question are called fine par-
ticulates because they are smaller than 2.5 microns in
diameter, allowing them to burrow deep into the small air
passages of the lung. They have repeatedly been shown
to produce cardiovascular and pulmonary diseases.
Cigarettes, gasoline, diesel engines, coal power planis,
foundries and other urban sources produce these fine
particulates.

As for private homes, corporations and offices,
no one really measures the particulate matter in the air
in these places unless the homeowners and business
owners ask that this be done. The problem of bad indoor






