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GUIDE TO A
 HEALTHY HOME

Dear Reader,

Ever wonder why so many people seem to be so sick in today’s day and age? I do. Especially because I had cancer when I was three years old, and then had fibromyalgia and chronic fatigue syndrome starting in college. These are some pretty major illnesses for anyone, but they all occurred in me before the age of twenty-five. And I am not alone. When modern medicine failed to treat my conditions, I started doing research myself in the quest to be healthy and well again. What I found were shocking and horrifying accounts of what is allowed to be in your home and how these things can affect your health. All of the information is out there in black and white for anyone to find, yet the toxins and health hazards that are now entwined in the average American’s life are never reported or talked about. It is possible to protect your health and your family’s health without giving up what you love, and I am happy to show you the way. I have done it, and I am here to say that you can, too!

Kimberly Button
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All you need to protect yourself and your family
 from hidden household dangers
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Top 10 No-Cost Ways to Create a Healthier Home

1. Open your windows and doors. Fresh air from outside will push air polluted with chemicals, allergens, and mold out of your home.

2. Harness the power of the sun. The harsh heat of direct sunlight effectively kills dust mites that live in bedding and upholstery and can cause indoor allergies.

3. Know what is in your water. Each year community water systems must tell you what pollutants, if any, are in your drinking and bath water so you can know what you are exposed to.

4. Reposition your furniture. Move beds and other pieces of furniture on which you spend a lot of time away from electrical power boxes and other places with high EMF fields.

5. Vacuum and sweep regularly. Dust, dirt, allergens, and chemicals settle from the air onto your floor each day, so removing them removes your exposure to the offenders.

6. Kill germs with just soap and water. Viruses, bacteria, and other nasty germs are most effectively killed using simple ingredients instead of hand sanitizers or other harsh chemicals.

7. Clean with ingredients already in your home. Nontoxic food-based ingredients such as vinegar, as well as a common medicine cabinet ingredient such as hydrogen peroxide, can kill germs and remove grime without toxic exposures.

8. Pull weeds and rake leaves. Eliminate the health hazards of yard work by reducing your use of chemical-based lawn products and the toxic fumes of gas-powered lawn equipment.

9. Eliminate and prevent mold. Clean visible mold with detergent and water, and prevent molds from developing by drying spills and leaks as soon as possible.

10. Use a comb and soapy water to kill fleas. Flea-killing products used on your pets and around your home are pesticides that can expose your entire family to unnecessary chemicals.


Introduction

HAVE YOU EVER STOPPED and wondered why everyone seems so sick lately? From soaring obesity, diabetes, and asthma rates to increases in allergies and digestive disturbances, the number of people who have some type of medical complaint certainly feels a lot higher than in previous years. And these are not just minor inconveniences, like the common cold. The health problems facing society today are long-term and life-changing, costing billions of dollars each year and causing emotional harm to countless families.

While there is a great emphasis on eating right and exercising in order to stay healthy and prevent disease, those are not the only answers. Your health is not made up entirely of just what you eat or the amount of activity that you get. The places where you work and live and sleep also comprise a large portion of your health. Your home, workplace, and school can greatly impact your well-being. The quality of air inside these buildings is the very air that you breathe to stay alive each day. The countless surfaces that you touch, from your keyboard to the cutting board, are full of organisms and residues that can end up inside of you. Invisible things like mold and dust mites can be major health offenders. It is time to realize that your home, as well as your homes away from home, are integral pieces of the puzzle of your true health.

People have been living in houses and working in buildings for centuries, though, so what has changed recently that would cause homes to actually be contributing to these major health problems? Along with the modern-day life of the past fifty to a hundred years has come the development of tens of thousands of chemicals that have been created, in theory, for the greater good. These materials are supposed to make your life better, but plenty of studies have shown that they only cause harm. On top of the daily onslaught of chemicals, there’s another problem: we just cannot get away from them anymore. Homes are built to prevent less fresh air from coming in, water supplies are tainted with chemical runoffs, and the very items that are applied to your body are often a source of the chemical exposure.

So what’s a concerned person to do? Do you have to live a hippie lifestyle on a commune in order to protect your health? No. Changing your life completely is not the answer. It is not necessary, and, let’s face it, it’s not practical. But you might want to make some changes. Not big changes, but just some tweaks in the products that you buy and the way that you take care of your home.

Creating a healthier home does not have to be scary, and you do not have to fear the process of cleaning up your exposure to potential toxins. You will not have to give up your lifestyle or even your sense of style to protect your health. Today, there are an astonishing number of nontoxic options that are conveniently available at the places where you shop anyway. You are lucky to be at a pivotal moment in time when it is getting so much easier to choose healthier options for you and your family. It is just a matter of grabbing for one brand of an item over another.

When trying to create a healthier home, realize that you do not have to do it all. There will be some suggested options that you know just will not work for you. You might try products that are supposed to be healthier for you, but you just don’t like how they perform. That’s okay. With every positive switch that you do make, you are reducing your exposure to health hazards. Even if you do not make the switch now, know that every day there are more and more new products coming available that help you create a nontoxic life, so maybe you will change your thoughts a few months down the road.

You are in control of your health. No one can force you to live an unhealthy life. With every dollar that you spend and with every choice that you make, you make a statement of what is important to you. With this book, you can be empowered to let everyone know that you choose to live healthy and well.


CHAPTER 1

How Healthy Is Your Home?

Your health can be directly related to the health of your home. Sounds crazy? Well, just think about how much time you spend in your home, cooking meals throughout the day, sleeping at night, and relaxing on the weekends. Your home is full of products that you use on a daily basis, from hand soaps to laundry detergent. Your indoor air is full of bits of particles from every material that your home is made of. Your home is not just a structure—it is your very foundation for health.

Redefining the Meaning of Health

Perhaps the health of your home has not exactly been at the top of your concerns. After all, a home is just a building made of wood, bricks, and mortar. If a home is not healthy, does it really matter? You can just buy some new building materials and replace a roof or a floor if there is a problem, right? When it comes to talking about a healthy home, the concern is not for the actual physical structure that you live in; it is for the people who live within the home itself. It turns out that the health of your family is often deeply entwined with the health of your home.

Beyond Eating Right and Exercising

Ask most people what they do to live a healthier life and almost everyone will talk about eating more fruits and vegetables and getting more exercise. Yes, a proper diet and physical activity are essential to a person’s health. They should always be part of a healthy lifestyle. But you are much more than just what you eat.
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People with health problems that are directly related to a product or condition in their home, such as someone who suffers from asthma attacks due to dust mite exposure or eczema due to harsh cleaners, can potentially see a relatively quick and immediate relief from their symptoms with a healthy home change.



There are many more aspects of healthy living other than the food that you put into your body. There is also the air that you breathe, and the products that you apply to be absorbed into your skin, and the water that you ingest. These are all just as important as the food that you choose, yet do not get the same attention or respect. After all, when is the last time that you heard someone boasting about the cleanliness of their water? Have you ever seen a personal trainer who helps you stay on track to improve your indoor air quality?

Short Term versus Long Term

It is easy to focus on health from a nutritional and physical activity standpoint because the results can come so quickly. After eliminating sodas from your diet, you might instantly see a change in your weight on the scale. After walking a mile each day, your waistline can start to become smaller in a matter of weeks. These are all healthy lifestyle changes that can be reinforced because you see results in a relatively short period of time.

Changes to create a healthy home, though, might not exhibit short-term results that you can see. After indulging in too many slices of cake, you will soon see the negative effect on your weight, and you will probably get right back to your healthy eating habits. It is much more difficult to stick with a program of creating a healthier home when you do not see any immediate positive results from making a lifestyle change. Even if you fall off the bandwagon, so to speak, and start bringing products into your once-healthy home that are full of chemicals associated with nasty health risks, you still might not notice a change. That does not mean that damage is not occurring, though, because while food is processed relatively quickly by your body, chemicals are not.

Prevention versus Prescriptions

In today’s age of medicine, the focus has been on treating the problem, rather than finding the cause or preventing it from happening in the first place. After all, there seems to be a pill to fix everything, so why worry too much about changing your lifestyle to prevent a problem when you can just medicate later?


[image: ]

In the United States, 58 percent of nonelderly adults take prescription drugs on a regular basis. For seniors, that number skyrockets to 90 percent. In a ten-year period from 1999 to 2009, the increase in the number of prescriptions that people were purchasing jumped by 39 percent.



Not only do prescription drugs come with a host of side effects that might be worse than the problem that they are designed to treat, but prescriptions can have a serious negative effect on your pocketbook, too. The cost of prescription drugs has increased well above the inflation rate every year over the past decade. With so many people without health insurance, as well as insurance companies that do not adequately cover the cost of prescription drugs, relying on a drug to fix a nongenetic health problem that could have easily been prevented by a lifestyle change is an extremely costly decision.

Causes for Concern

The concept of how your house can affect your health is not an undocumented myth that only a few people believe in anymore. More and more researchers are reporting that often-overlooked and unseen problems, such as mold and dirty indoor air, are causing significant health problems.

Cancer Links

Many of the ingredients and products that are allowed for use in our lives contain known carcinogens, meaning that the ingredients have been scientifically linked to promoting cancer. In May 2010, the President’s Cancer Panel stated that “the true burden of environmentally induced cancers has been grossly underestimated” and urged President Barack Obama to “remove carcinogens and other toxins from our food, water, and air that needlessly increase health care costs, cripple our nation’s productivity, and devastate American lives.”

But it doesn’t take a presidential panel to make a vast majority of the country realize that we need to clean up our act in order to live healthier lives. In fact, 83 percent of Americans are worried about the effects of environmental pollution on their family’s health, according to the 2006 American Environmental Values Survey by ecoAmerica.

Sick Building Syndrome

There is an actual diagnosis for the health effects that a building can have on a person’s health: sick building syndrome. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency states that sick building syndrome is a term used to “describe situations in which building occupants experience acute health and comfort effects that appear to be linked to time spent in a building, but no specific illness or cause can be identified.”

The symptoms of sick building syndrome can be varied, but most often include:


	Dry cough


	Headache


	Eye, nose, and throat irritation


	Skin problems


	Dizziness


	Nausea


	Fatigue


	Problems with concentration


	Odor sensitivity




When an illness can be clinically diagnosed and proven to be contributed directly to a building, it is then called a building-related illness. But asbestos exposure and radon exposure, even though they are a part of the building, are generally not included in the causes of sick building syndrome or building-related illness.

Past Mistakes

In the 1930s and 1940s, lead-based paint was touted as having improved advantages for a child’s nursery, hospitals, and schools. Now contractors and educational institutions must use expensive lead-removal techniques to make sure that the neurotoxin cannot accidentally affect a child’s health. Asbestos was commonly used because of its wonderful heat-insulating qualities, until it was proven to be linked with cancer. Tobacco was said to help you relax, BPA was added to plastics so that you did not have to be concerned about them breaking, and DDT was sprayed so that humans would not have to deal with pesky insects that could ruin their summertime picnic. Now all of these substances are linked to major health problems.

History has shown that just because a product or ingredient is used does not mean that it is safe. Governments, scientists, and companies all adamantly denied any health harms caused by these products for years and decades, until it was undeniably proven that they do, in fact, cause serious damage. Now millions of families are still dealing with the horrible consequences of exposure to these toxic ingredients.
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Celebrities such as Ronald Reagan, Lucille Ball, Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Marlene Dietrich, Joan Crawford, and Jack Webb were all once featured in advertising campaigns in order to help sell cigarettes. Even Santa Claus was once featured in marketing materials for the cigarette brand Pall Mall.



While lead, asbestos, and DDT are just a few examples of substances that had health risks unknown to consumers, these are not the only ones. Not every material ever used has been tested, and many do not stay in commerce long enough to start causing questions about health effects.

Where the Problems Come From

No one purposely goes into a store and buys products that are bad for them. If you knew of the dangers associated with a product, you probably wouldn’t buy it. However, because of lax governmental health and safety standards, industry’s demand to be unregulated, and marketing practices that are designed to only tell one side of the story, your access to information about the true health and safety of the everyday products in your home is extremely limited.

Misguided Trust

There is an unspoken belief that if a product or service is allowed to be sold to be used on your body or in your home, then it must be safe. Unfortunately, that is often not the case. In the three generations since World War II, more than 80,000 new synthetic, man-made chemicals have been developed for use in products, few of which have been completely tested for safety. Of the nearly 3,000 chemicals that have the highest production volume in the United States, 43 percent have no tests done on basic toxicity and only 7 percent have had complete basic toxicity profiles performed, according to the EPA’s Chemical Hazard Availability Study in 1998.

Health and safety testing of ingredients used in household and consumer products is often done by the companies that manufacture the products. The same people who want to sell you something are the same ones who are responsible for saying that it is safe.

Government rules and regulations put the health and safety testing on the shoulders of the businesses, and even after products are put on the market, governmental organizations still do very little health and safety testing on products unless there have been very many complaints.

Misleading Marketing

If a product has the picture of a green leaf on the packaging, is it good for the environment? If your soap states that it is all natural, does that really mean that it is only made from beneficial ingredients created in nature? If nine out of ten dentists recommend a toothpaste, should you just pick up a tube and not even read the label?
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“Greenwashing” is the term for when companies and advertising agencies mislead the public about the environmentally friendly benefits of a product or service. Greenwashing occurs when you think that a product is healthier on the environment, so you believe that it is healthier for you, too.



Much of the problem with consumers buying products that are not too healthy for them comes from confusing and misleading marketing claims. In today’s busy world, not many people have the time to read labels, investigate ingredients, and question a product’s safety. Instead, they must rely on what the TV, a billboard, or a flashy magazine or newspaper ad tells them. Unfortunately, the words and images used to promote buying a certain product are almost always unregulated. The terms “hypoallergenic,” “natural,” and “nontoxic” do not legally mean a thing. Any company can use those words in any way that they see fit without lab tests, health studies, or ingredient reviews being performed.

Have you ever really stood back and watched who is paying for the ads that you are constantly inundated with, from your weather report being sponsored by a local company to the ads that you must look at while sitting on a bus or airplane? You do not find too many ads for fresh fruit or chemical-free cosmetics. Instead, companies with seemingly large purse strings can promote products such as pharmaceuticals, air fresheners, and the latest anti-aging beauty serum. If you really think about the kinds of products and services that are being advertised, so many of them involve chemicals that are cheap to make with synthetic and artificial ingredients that have not been proven to be healthy.

Marketing campaigns also tend to prey on your fears, whether they are warranted or not. For example, some ad campaigns can have you scared silly from possibly being exposed to germs and viruses on every surface of your home. They suggest that unless you buy their disinfectant or cleaning product, you are directly responsible for your family getting sick, so of course you run to the store and buy the product because you want to be a good parent. Unfortunately, there is only an element of truth in those fears. Yes, bacteria and viruses can be bad, but some are actually necessary for good health. There are also chemical-free ways to rid your home from nasty bugs, too, instead of using pricey chemical cleaners. Was the ad campaign wrong? No, but it doesn’t tell you the whole truth, either. Marketing agencies know how to push your buttons, so you have to be an educated consumer.

Inexpensive Items

When you are living on a budget, it can be hard to justify sometimes paying a bit more for products made from healthier ingredients. Unfortunately, the simple fact is that ingredients from nature often cost more because they have a limited shelf life and take time and nurturing to grow. Chemicals produced in a lab can be made cheaply, and the low cost of ingredients will result in a lower cost of the final product.

Not all healthy items and ways of living have to be expensive, though. In fact, many healthy lifestyle changes for your home can actually save you money, whether immediately or in the long run. Keep in mind that although many everyday items that you use in your home might be cheap right now, their long-term effects can be quite costly.
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In 2010, organic food sales grew by nearly 8 percent, according to a survey by the Organic Trade Association. Total food sales, which include processed and nonorganic foods, only grew by 0.6 percent in the same year. Organic nonfood items had a nearly 10 percent growth, more than three times the amount of nonorganic items.



New Homes versus Old Homes

Could the type of home that you live in make a big difference in your health? Should you move out of your drafty old home into a brand-new condo to prevent health problems associated with asbestos and mold? Or maybe you are thinking about moving out of a newly built home that you bought a few years ago and into a small farm cottage because of health problems that have start occurring recently. Regardless of where you live, the answers to which kind of home is healthiest are not simple or easy.

New Homes

New homes are constructed of brand-new materials that do not contain known hazards, such as lead and asbestos. Newly installed walls and flooring have a lower risk of containing mold than older homes that have been exposed to much more moisture. With updated health and safety standards, new homes must meet codes that are designed to protect your health.

However, along with the benefits of new homes also come different risks. Starting in the 1970s, new home construction mandated that only five cubic feet per minute of outside air be allowed to enter a home through ventilation. These standards were put into place after an oil shortage in the 1970s to reduce the amount of energy needed to heat and cool a building. Previous standards had called for three times as much outdoor air to be circulated through a building. With less outdoor air circulating through a home, chemicals and pollutants can build up even faster, creating serious indoor air quality problems with new homes.

Building materials themselves can also be a problem. While new building materials do not contain some of the ingredients that have been proven to cause harm, they are still full of new ingredients that have not been tested for long-term health and safety.
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Potential health problems associated with Chinese drywall are just one example of new building materials that might have undocumented health risks. After a building boom between 2004 and 2007 in which Chinese drywall was used extensively, many people started to complain about strong sulfur odors, property damage, and health problems in association with the product.



Whether it is insulation behind the walls or the materials in your flooring and cabinetry, all of the new synthetic products that are used in your home release their fumes into your indoor air. The newer your home is, the more fumes there will likely be, because chemicals used in building materials can off-gas into the air, where small bits of the products will then be breathed in. Off-gassing does not occur indefinitely. Higher concentrations of chemicals are released during the first few months or years that a product has been installed, and then pollutant levels drop over time.

Old Homes

Older homes have probably off-gassed most of their chemical fumes, unless a renovation has recently taken place. Homes built before the mid-1970s also have better air ventilation, which means that you will not breathe in as much nasty stuff. That does not necessarily mean that older homes are healthier, though.

The widespread use of asbestos and lead in older homes means that exposure to these known toxins could be a problem, especially if you have paint that is chipping and peeling or siding that is falling apart. If you want to renovate or start repairing an older home, safety precautions have to be followed in order to prevent toxic exposure.

Older homes can have leaky wood fireplaces that can create carbon monoxide problems. Older plumbing materials used to contain high amounts of lead, which can cause lead exposure through the home’s water supply. Extensive years of being subjected to the natural elements and indoor living can cause problems with mold and mildew that might not even be visible. Cracked foundations can further the problem of radon exposure in a home.

Do You Have to Change Your Lifestyle?

Perhaps you agree that there are some questionable things that are allowed to be sold to consumers. You want to create a healthier home, but you are scared that you need to change your life to do it. Don’t worry! Creating a healthy home does not mean having to give up the things you love or getting rid of everything you own.

Just Make an Easy Switch

The easiest way to get started on creating a healthy home is just to make some simple switches in items that you might not have that much of an emotional attachment to. For instance, switch out your harmful PVC plastic shower curtain liner for one that looks exactly the same, but is made with a healthier plastic. You can pick up a greener toilet bowl cleaner on your next shopping trip instead of the toxic, chemical-laden kind. Replace or clean an air filter. These are simple things to do that will have a definite impact on the quality of health in your home, yet you probably will not even notice the change.

Shop Where You Want

Choosing healthier products for your home does not mean that you have to change where you shop. Sure, there might be a few things that you need to buy at a specialty store or online, but for the most part, less-toxic versions of everything that you buy can now be found right along with their traditional counterparts. In the grocery store, green cleaners are right beside the conventional cleaners. Mass retailers offer organic bedding options in the same aisle as all of the other bedding. Garden stores usually have a section with organic fertilizers. Pet stores sell natural treats and chemical-free shampoos. Whatever aspect of your life that you want to buy a healthier product for, you can usually easily find it in major stores.

Shopping online is also a great way to stock up on nontoxic options without having to drive to stores on the other side of town or change your routine. At any time of the day, you can hop online and either have healthier options added to stores that you buy products from anyway, such as Amazon.com, or purchase from small specialty retailers that might not have the money to start a brick-and-mortar store with fancy advertising but who sell quality products nonetheless.

Inspiring Future Changes

With every small step that you take to choose a nontoxic product over another, you will come to see that it is not hard or complicated to create a healthy home for you and your family. Small steps can lead to larger ones when you see the results of a positive change. After successfully switching hand soaps, you might be inspired to switch your shampoo, too. When you see how much healthier your hair and skin look with a shower filter, you might be encouraged to install a kitchen sink water filter, as well.

You Don’t Have to Do It All

Keep in mind that you do not have to make every healthy change possible. Some of the changes you might just not be able to do, such as removing carpet or buying only solid wood furniture. Other changes you might try hard to do, but you just don’t seem to have much success. It is okay to not change your life completely. After all, everyone has special circumstances in their own lives. With every change that you make, though, the amount of chemicals and toxins that your body has to process will diminish, resulting in a healthier lifestyle for you and your family.


CHAPTER 2

Common Household Dangers

There are a few serious health hazards that can affect everyone in their home, regardless of where you live or how clean your house is. The scary thing is that these common problems are usually undetectable by taste, smell, or sight. You have got to know about the hazard first in order to protect yourself from it. With some easy-to-follow guidelines, though, you can protect your family from major health offenders and rest a little easier in your home.

Mold

Mold is not just a cosmetic problem in your shower. Mold can be very damaging to your health and can lurk in places that you can’t see and do not think about. This naturally occurring substance can start to grow on carpet, drywall, insulation, and wood behind the walls. Even if you do not see telltale black spots of mold that you might be familiar with in your shower, mold can be lurking throughout your house.

Controlling Mold

Mold is a fungus whose spores exist in everyone’s home, floating through the air. But mold, also known as mildew, does not start to grow and thrive unless it has moisture. That is where the problem lies, but that is also the opportunity to control it. You can take proper precautions to halt mold growth before it has a chance to become a problem.

The simple solution is to reduce the dampness and moisture problems that you might have in your home, ranging from piles of wet towels on the bathroom floor to plumbing leaks in the kitchen and around your home. Clean up and dry out leaks, spills, and other moisture problems as soon as possible, ideally within two days. Fix leaks in your plumbing system and toilet. Remove standing sources of water, like drip trays under the refrigerator or air conditioner, to reduce the amount of humidity and potential sources for mold growth. Wipe off condensation that might be developing on the inside of your windows, on the walls, and on pipes.
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If you need to control the moisture problems inside your home, buy a dehumidifier. The appliance will automatically regulate the moisture levels and pull moisture out of your indoor air when necessary. You will want to keep your indoor air humidity low, around a 30–50 percent relative humidity and not above 60 percent, in order to control mold growth.



Proper air flow can also prevent mold growth, by allowing any spots with moisture to naturally dry out. Allow ventilation to occur between furniture and the walls to avoid moisture collecting in drywall materials. Ceiling fans will increase air circulation and ventilation, while also helping to dry out moisture. Have a musty closet? Open closet doors to allow for air circulation. Always use your ventilation fan when taking a shower and cooking in the kitchen, but make sure that the fan vents to outside of your home, and not somewhere else inside. If you do not have a ventilation fan, open the windows when possible to let the heat and humidity escape. Depending on the time of year, open your windows, run the air conditioner or heat, or turn on the dehumidifier if you have one, to reduce your home’s humidity levels.

Mold growth does not just start inside the home, it can also be caused by outside problems, too. Make sure that your lawn sprinklers do not spray directly onto your house, which just increases the amount of water that can seep inside. If your gutters are clogged with leaves and debris, clean them out and repair them to prevent water from pooling on the roof and near your foundation. Grade the ground so that water flows away from your house to prevent water seeping in through the foundation.

Mold and Your Health

Mold can really wreak havoc on some people’s health. Molds actually produce allergens, so mold can cause allergic reactions, such as hay fever–type symptoms such as sneezing, runny nose, red eyes, and a skin rash. Mold can act as an irritant to your eyes, skin, nose, throat, and lungs. It can be a contributing factor in chronic upper respiratory problems, and mold can cause asthma attacks in people with asthma who are allergic to mold. In some cases, mold can produce substances called mycotoxins that can have toxic health effects.

How to Get Rid of Mold

Can you spot mold on a surface in your house? To kill mold, clean nonporous surfaces with detergent and water, not bleach. Bleach is not as effective at killing mold as many believe. You can also add a few drops of tea tree oil into a spray bottle of water and spray on the surface to effectively clean the surface and kill the mold.

For mold growing on fabrics, wash the item in hot water with detergent. For even more mold-killing power, allow it to dry in the hot sun. Mold growing in porous materials, such as drywall or other building materials, might need to be replaced instead of cleaned. If mold reappears after you have thoroughly cleaned the surface with detergents and you are controlling moisture levels, you need to look into options for removal. For large patches of mold, greater than ten square feet, it is best to consult a professional.

When cleaning or removing mold, it is essential to protect yourself from inhaling the spores. Wear a mask that is designed to prevent mold inhalation. A cheap and flimsy face mask will not protect you from inhaling mold spores that are disrupted in the cleaning process. Goggles can prevent mold spores from getting into your eyes, too, but be sure there are no ventilation holes in the goggles, or else mold can still enter.

Lead

The danger of lead in children’s toys is often talked about when there is a toy recall, but did you know that the most significant source of lead poisoning for people of all ages is in materials that might already be in your home? While lead exposure is especially problematic for children, lead is not something that you want to expose yourself to, no matter your age.
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A great resource for information on lead is the National Lead Information Center (www.epa.gov/lead/nlic.htm). You can order up to fifteen documents free of charge from their vast library on lead-related topics (www.epa.gov/opptintr/lead/pubs/nlic.htm). Lead information specialists are also available to talk by phone at (800) 424-LEAD or communicate through e-mail.



Lead is all natural. It is a metal found in the earth’s crust. But just because something exists in nature doesn’t necessarily make it safe for you to be exposed to. Lead is a highly toxic metal, but because it is cheap and readily available, it is unfortunately used in many household products.

Many Health Dangers of Lead

Lead exposure is a serious problem with serious health consequences, yet the dangers are not widely known. To make matters worse, lead is not something that you can smell or see or taste. Lead is most often associated with problems of the central nervous system, including:


	Hyperactivity


	Inattentiveness


	Lower IQ levels


	Irritability


	Difficulties with learning and reading


	Shortened attention spans


	Delays in physical and mental development




Lead does not just affect the brain, though. While the health effects of lead on a child’s developing nervous system are most often talked about, lead can have other health effects in both children and adults, including:


	Muscle and joint pain


	Kidney problems


	Fatigue and irritability


	Hearing loss


	Seizures


	Nausea


	Constipation


	Abnormal and reduced sperm


	Miscarriages


	Anemia


	Hypertension




More than one million children in the United States have lead paint poisoning, according to the EPA. Lead levels can be measured in your blood, so a simple blood test can tell you whether or not you or your children have already been exposed to high amounts of lead. Young children up to two years old should be tested for lead, as well as anyone who has been exposed to lead hazards.

Lead-Based Paints

If you live in a home built before 1978, then you could be at risk for lead exposure. Lead was often used in paint until 1978, when it was finally banned after determining the harmful health effects. Lead doesn’t just disappear, though. It does not escape into the atmosphere over time. No, lead stays put where it is. So if any portion of your home still has remnants of old lead-based paint, you could be at risk, especially if you are planning a renovation.

But don’t worry too much yet. Lead-based paint is considered relatively safe unless it starts peeling or chipping. When that starts to happen, the paint can become lead-based dust and enters your indoor air, where you inhale it. To take proper precautions, take a look throughout your home if it was built before 1978—both inside and out—to spot any peeling or chipping paint. This includes the inside of door jambs and windows, where constant opening and scraping can start to chip off paint. If you have no wear and tear, that is great! If you do have some problem areas, you will want to take proper precautions. You can carefully wipe up areas of chipping and peeling paint with a damp cloth for removal. Never sand or scrape lead-based paint, as the dust generated will be inhaled and will contain lead. Wear a ventilation mask while cleaning the area.
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To properly clean lead-containing dust, use a mixture of warm water and powdered automatic dishwasher detergent containing phosphates, since most cleaners will not remove lead. (Note: Most green cleaners do not contain phosphates, so you might need to borrow some from a neighbor who hasn’t quite made the green switch yet.)



If you think that you might have lead-based paint still in your home, and you want to remove it or undergo a renovation, it is important to hire a professional with experience and certifications in removing lead-based paint and in testing for lead. Contractors are now required by the EPA to be Lead-Safe Certified if working with lead-based paint in homes, schools, and child care facilities built before 1978, so check your contractor’s certifications. The EPA has a search engine (http://cfpub.epa.gov/flpp/searchrrp_firm.htm) where you can find EPA-certified renovation firms.

During a renovation of an older home that could contain lead, it is vitally important to take the proper precautions and to relocate to another area where lead-based dust cannot enter. Be sure that the entire area is properly cleaned before you are allowed access back into the site. If you live in an older home that recently underwent a renovation and proper precautions were not taken regarding lead-based paint, consider having a blood test for lead poisoning, especially in young children.
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Old painted furniture might contain lead-based paint, too. Keep an eye on furniture painted before 1978 for any chipping and peeling. You will want to pay special attention to family heirloom furniture pieces, such as cribs and rocking chairs that might still contain lead-based paint and are used in children’s rooms.



Other Places Where Lead Lurks

Lead can also find its way into your home through your water (see Chapter 4 for more discussion on the topic). Public water systems test for lead, so there is not as big of a risk from that source of water. The problem, however, could lie with your home’s individual plumbing if it includes materials made with lead. The only way to know for sure is to have your home water quality tested for lead.

The dirt on the bottom of your shoes can also unknowingly bring lead into your home. Soil outside of buildings that have been painted with a lead-based paint can contain residues of lead, as does soil from roadsides that have accumulated years of exhaust from cars using leaded gas. To prevent lead from being tracked inside your home, purchase doormats for every entrance into your house, and make sure that every family member wipes their feet on the mat when entering. Even better, remove your shoes before entering the house. Do not let children or pets play in soil that could contain lead, either.

Lead can also be found in leaded crystal and lead-glazed pottery. Keep this in mind when choosing new pieces and avoid storing food or drink in any product that might contain lead.

Radon

Radon is the second leading cause of lung cancer in the United States, just behind cigarette smoking. Each year, radon is thought to kill more people through lung cancer than the amount of traffic fatalities caused by drunk driving. Lung cancer is the only known human health effect from air-based radon exposure. Radon is a serious health risk, yet one that can easily be prevented.
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You can download many publications regarding radon, including testing for radon before buying or selling a home, on the EPA’s website (www.epa.gov/radon/pubs/index.html). Some of the publications are available in print form and can be ordered for free through the EPA’s National Service Center for Environmental Publications (www.epa.gov/nscep/). The National Radon Hotline, (800) SOS-RADON, has a staff that answers consumer questions.



What Is Radon?

Radon occurs naturally in the earth. It is a radioactive gas that is created when uranium breaks down. It is most often found in igneous rock and soil. As a radioactive gas, radon is a known carcinogen, which means it causes cancer. Because radon cannot be seen, smelled, or tasted, it is difficult to know where radon is unless you test for it.

In the United States, radon can be found in all fifty states. Some areas of the country have higher radon levels than others. The EPA has a map of radon zones (www.epa.gov/radon/zonemap.html) for the entire nation based on predicted average indoor radon screening levels. The same information can also be found for individual states (www.epa.gov/radon/where youlive.html) with estimated radon levels broken down by county.

Radon Exposure at Home

Radon can be found naturally occurring in soil, rock, or water. A home built on top of soil that contains radon will have a lower air pressure inside the home than the air pressure that is found within the soil. This difference in pressure creates a vacuum-like effect, with air being drawn inside the home from outside. Along with the air being drawn into the home through cracks and openings in the foundation, radon can also enter, as well. Radon levels tend to be highest in basements and other areas of the home that are below grade or in direct contact with the soil.

Radon can also enter your home through water. The gas can be released through the water when you shower and radon escapes through the steam. Some materials used in the home, such as granite countertops, can also have small amounts of radon. In the grand scheme of things, though, your radon exposure from water and building materials is minimal compare to radon exposure through the air.

According to the EPA, the average amount of radon found in American homes is 1.3 picocuries per liter (pCi/L). Outdoor concentrations typically average 0.4 pCi/L. At 4 pCi/L or higher within a home, the EPA recommends that the home be modified to reduce radon levels. While the EPA has safety limits of radon level exposure, it is important to realize that the EPA has stated “there is no known safe level of exposure to radon,” and suggests reducing radon levels in your home even if they are below 4pCi/L.

Testing for Radon

The only way to know for sure if your home has radon is to test for it. The EPA, the Surgeon General, the American Lung Association, the American Medical Association, and the National Safety Council, among others, have all stressed that testing for radon is important to create a healthy home.

Testing for radon is relatively simple and quite affordable, and test kits are readily available. There are two different types of radon tests, both short-term and long-term. Short-term test kits, which test the air inside your home from a few days to three months, tell you quickly whether you might have a radon problem that needs to be fixed. The kits can alert you to whether there might be a problem that you need to investigate further by testing again or contacting a radon professional. Long-term tests, which are designed to track the radon levels in your home for more than three months, will give you a better idea of what your home’s radon levels actually are over the course of a year. Radon test kits can be purchased online, at home improvement stores, or at mass retailers. Kansas State University’s National Radon Program Services (http://sosradon.org/test-kits), which is funded by the EPA, sells affordable short-term test kits for $15 and long-term test kits for $25. Some state health departments might offer low-cost or free radon test kits, as well. The EPA has a listing of state radon offices (www.epa.gov/radon/whereyoulive.html) to help you find whom to contact.
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