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CARPET AIR QUALITY: THE DEBATE, THE MYTHS, THE FACTS.
UNCOVERING THE TOXIC FLOOR
COVERING MYTHS
By Harry Korrison, Howard’s Rug Company
The impact of new carpet on the indoor environment has served as a hot
news topic in recent years, with the media sometimes reporting sensational
accounts of human suffering from so-called “toxic carpet fumes.” Such
stories are enough to make any property manager shudder. But is carpet
toxicity really a legitimate concern?
Indoor air quality is critical to tenants’ health because people spend
more time indoors than ever before. All indoor air contains a certain
percentage of pollutants including chemicals, microscopic particles,
various bacteria and mold spores. The chemicals, called VOCs (volatile
organic chemicals), originate from a variety of sources such as building
materials, cooking, HVAC systems, furnishings and cleaning agents, to
name a few.
The vast majority of VOCs are not harmful at the extremely low levels
commonly found. And no evidence based on credible science and
medicine has ever linked health effects to VOCs from new carpet.
Publicity surrounding carpet
and its effect on indoor air quality
escalated in 1988 during the
renovation of the headquarters
building of the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency. A few of the
agency’s employees complained of
symptoms typical of those in
problem building situations such
as eye and respiratory irritation,
headache, nausea, lethargy and
fatigue. They blamed a specific
chemical, 4-phenylcyclohexene
(4-PC), which is responsible for
carpet’s characteristic odor.
The media ignored the fact
that the building had a long
history of indoor air quality
problems and employee
complaints. Subsequent studies
by EPA scientists and independent

When symptoms
associated with
allergies occur, the
natural assumption
may be that new
carpet is
responsible when, in
truth, they are
caused by bacteria,
fungal spores,
pollen and other
allergens.

researchers showed the problems were caused by poor ventilation, heavy
infestations of fungi on various surfaces and heavy accumulations of dirt
and fungi in the air ventilation systems due to poor maintenance. The
carpet’s only role was that its odor provided a focal point.
The 1988 incident sparked off studies by the EPA and the carpet
industry on carpet chemical emissions. The emissions were found to be
very low initially when compared to other materials and declined rapidly.
Research by other government agencies supported these findings. In fact,
carpet was shown to be one if the lowest emitting materials evaluated.
A comparison was made of several interior materials including
plywood, wall covering, adhesive and paint. VOC emissions were
collected over a period of four days. While carpet emissions totaled only
about 5 milligrams per square meter, paint measured over 5,000
milligrams - a thousand times more than carpet. Adhesives registered
3,612 milligrams of VOC emissions, wall coverings was 2,735 and
plywood totaled 146.

TVOC Emissions Rates of Selected Interior Constructions Materials

All man-made products impact the indoor air. Other products, such as
paint, wallcoverings and other floorcoverings emit VOC levels up to
ten times higher and often linger in the environment for many weeks
or months longer than carpet.
The evaluation of VOC emissions from interior materials indicates
that the chance of significant human exposure to carpet emissions is
extremely low. While the amount of chemicals is important, the identity
of the individual chemicals is also relevant. From the standpoint of acute
toxicity, carpet emissions are described as relatively benign. They are of
relatively low chemical reactivity compared to acutely toxic compounds
and thus are of little concern at the extremely low levels released by
carpet into the air.
continued on page 2

Three separate studies of health risks from chemicals were conducted
by independent toxicology research firms. Two evaluated the building
material chemicals as reported in the earlier VOC study, while the third
evaluated all chemicals emitted from or contained in carpet which were
reported throughout the scientific literature over many years.
The conclusions were the same:
Adverse health effects would not be
expected from the chemicals emitted
from new carpet at the levels
measured. Researchers at Cornell
University recently reviewed all
scientific and medical literature
published worldwide on the subject
and arrived at the same conclusion.
The compound 4-PC is a trace
by-product formed during the
manufacture of the synthetic rubber
latex used to hold the carpet matrix
together. Its odor is detectable at
very low concentrations (about one
part per billion) and dissipates fairly rapidly. Very small amounts of this
compound give new carpet its distinctive odor. Toxicologists have tested
4-PC extensively. No observable effects were found, reinforcing EPA’s
earlier statements that the compound is toxicologically “unremarkable”.
When symptoms associated with allergies occur, the natural
assumption may be that the new carpet is responsible, when , in truth,
they are caused by bacteria, fungal spores, pollen and other allergens.
These microscopic particles do not originate in the carpet; in fact, carpet
helps to trap and immobilize them- a very desirable function. Viewed
from this perspective, carpet may actually benefit people with allergies.

In conclusion, extensive research conducted over recent years shows
that carpet contributes relatively little to the chemical load in the indoor
environment, and this occurs only during the first few days. The health
effects attributed to carpet by a few individuals are most likely the result
of other common, logical and non-sensational causes.
Harry Korrison is vice president of Howard’s Rug Co.
A StarNet Member since 1996.

CAN CARPET ACTUALLY
IMPROVE INDOOR
AIR QUALITY?
By Paul Williams, BASF Corporation
In recent years the carpet industry has taken it on the chin
with respect to Indoor Air Quality (IAQ) issues.. The Carpet
& Rug Institute (CRI) has spent countless hours and significant dollars to
combat with facts the attacks coming from a few isolated sources and the
news media. Much has been written about IAQ issues as they apply to
carpet. A lot of the published information has been very misleading and
does not tell the whole story. To clear up these misconceptions the CRI,
EPA and a professional independent laboratory by the name of Air
Quality Sciences conducted exhaustive research and testing that ultimately
proved that carpet is a safe product. It is a myth that carpet in and of itself
is harmful to humans. Millions of square feet of carpet are being used
successfully both in commercial and residential end use areas.
This article addresses a completely different issue: the realistic and
proven benefit of carpet as it relates to better IAQ.
Each one of us probably knows someone who suffers from hay fever.
Millions of people in the United States are living with and often treated
for allergies medically known as allergic rhinitis. Are these people allergic
to carpet? The answer is absolutely not, but they could be allergic to the
contaminant’s from natural sources in the air that have landed in it.
First, an understanding must be established as to what causes an
allergic reaction based on a person being medically diagnosed as having
allergic rhinitis. There are four
major categories of substances or
HERE O
allergens that provide the irritants
that people react to. Dust, mold
LLERGENS
spores, animal dander and pollen
OME ROM
are clearly the major causes of
discomfort in humans who suffer
• Dust mite fecal pellets
from allergic rhinitis. Often the
• Mold spores
same symptoms, i.e., runny nose,
• Dried cat saliva and dander
itchy eyes and congestion in the
• Dried dog saliva
throat, that a person experiences
• Cockroach antigens
with allergic rhinitis, can also be
• Tree pollen
experienced by people suffering
• Grass pollen
from non-allergic rhinitis, such
• Weed pollen
as a common cold or flu. We
• Bacteria
can't cure the common cold, but
• Chemical irritants,
we can reduce allergic reaction
i.e. tobacco, smoke, etc.
in people who suffer from
allergic rhinitis.
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Since the carpet industry recognizes that odor is a major factor in the
perceived problem, much work has been done to reduce the odor of new
carpet. Most carpet manufacturers have reduced carpet’s already very low
VOCs well below the limits set for the testing program and many have
essentially eliminated the odor from new carpet altogether.
In addition, the scope of the testing and labeling program has recently
been broadened to cover floor covering adhesives, some of which have
been suspected as being involved in a few indoor air quality problems.
The new guidelines impose acceptance limits for adhesives similar to those
set for carpets emitted from or contained in carpet.
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Many books and articles have been written about allergies, and often
the authors mistakenly recommend that people who have allergies
remove carpet and rugs from their environment. In most cases, to do
so is usually counterproductive. Most airborne allergens enter the
body through the nose and start an internal chemical reaction that
causes swelling in the nasal
membranes which produces
histamines (fluids) flowing forward
out of the nose and backward into
the throat. Left untreated, this
condition can lead to the
development of asthma. Each of us
must decide how we want to live
our lives and decide if we want to
seek professional guidance from
experts in the medical profession
who can accurately determine what
we are allergic to. Beware of
clinical ecologists whose advice to
patients or clients may not always
reflect good science. We normally
have more control over changing
our home environment than we do
our work environment. Savvy employers who recognize the value in a
quality work environment can increase productivity and reduce sick time
if the work place is designed to be IAQ efficient.

HOW CAN CARPET
HELP RELIEVE THE SUFFERING?
Gravity causes solid substances to fall and therefore airborne allergens
will eventually settle on lower surfaces in an indoor environment.
Visualize two offices that are designed and used exactly the same except
one office has carpet on the floor and the other hard wood. In the office
with hard wood on the floor, each time there is air movement, like the
heating and air conditioning blower starts operating, or opening a door,
or people movement, etc., the allergens that had settled on the floor
become airborne. Once the allergens are airborne, they can float for
hours until they finally settle down again. This allergen redistribution
can happen over and over again due to normal activity and use of the
area. As the allergens are floating in the air, humans who use the
environment are breathing in the allergens and those people who suffer
from allergic rhinitis will react negatively. Now visualize the same office
with carpet on the floor. Carpet temporarily holds much of the allergens
until they can be safely removed using proper maintenance methods.
For the most part, redistribution of allergens into the air in a
carpeted area will be from the hard surface areas on furniture. Thus, the
carpet becomes temporary filter trapping contamination similar to the
filter in a building's air handling system. Just like air handling filter in
HVAC systems have to be changed or cleaned, the same needs to be
done to carpet.
A carpeted area is no absolute assurance that all people using that
area will not suffer from allergic reaction, but with proper
maintenance the carpeted area can be a cleaner environment.
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5 EASY STEPS FOR CHOOSING
BETTER CARPET

1

1. Start with a quality premium branded yarn system that will meet the
overall performance expectations regarding the physical use of the
carpet. If moisture is a problem, synthetic fiber such as nylon is a better
choice over animal or plant derived fiber.
2. Consider taking advantage of the CRI-IAQ testing and labeling
program when selecting carpet, cushion and adhesives.
3. Pick a quality flooring contractor with experience in helping end users
through the entire selection process. Contractors who have purchasing
agreements with major carpet manufacturers are better able to offer a
broader selection of appropriate product. A large part of the successful
purchase of carpet is a quality installation. Experienced flooring
contractors provide the best installation technicians and materials.
4. If interior design services are needed, an experienced design professional
can help choose the correct product.
5. Quality maintenance is an integral part of the success of any interiors
project and many factors are important. Quality cleaning equipment
and agents along with well-trained technicians will increase the life of
the carpet and improve IAG. For regular maintenance, look for quality
vacuums with HEPA filters and consider using central vacuum systems
to effectively remove allergens. For scheduled carpet cleaning, hot water
extraction is very effective because it flushes out the contamination.
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WORRIED ABOUT
CARPET EMISSIONS?
LOOK FOR THE CRI LABEL.
The carpet industry has established a voluntary labeling program
called the CRI Indoor Air Quality Carpet Testing Program. Under
the program, individual carpet product types from participating
manufacturers are scientifically tested for emissions of VOCs using
technology developed by the EPA.
What the label means:
• The manufacturer of the carpet
voluntarily participates in the CRI IAQ
Carpet Testing Program.
• The carpet manufacturer is committed
to developing ways to make carpet with
minimum emissions, minimizing any
adverse effect on indoor air quality.
• A representative sample of the carpet product type has been
tested quarterly by an independent laboratory for VOC
emissions and meets the low level emission criteria.
For additional information and publication i.e., installation and
maintenance guidelines, call the CRI at 800-882-8846.
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Restricting choices to the masses is hardly a new idea. What may
surprise you is that, today, it’s happening right here in America, in
the commercial flooring industry. Many so-called “local”
contractors are actually under the control of big manufacturers.
You’ll be shown only the selection they want you to see, pay the
prices they want you to pay. Hardly seems like free-enterprise to us.
Rather than be taken over by these giants, we
defected. We’re StarNet, the nation’s largest network of
independent flooring contractors.
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That’s right, independent. Each StarNet member has the
freedom to offer unbiased recommendations and carry a virtually
unlimited selection of the best name brands. You’ll get exactly the
flooring you want and through our nationwide network, you’ll
get it at the industry’s most competitive price.
If a single manufacturer is dictating your purchasing
decisions, overthrow them in favor of an independent StarNet
member. For the StarNet professional in your area, call
1-800-787-6381, or visit us on the web at www
.starnetflooring.com.

Challenging the practice of giant carpet mills to
dictate selection and price to their customers
StarNet’s latest advertising effort takes a definite
“in your face” approach. Using Joseph Stalin as its
primary visual, the ad satirizes industry giants as
being inflexible and resistant to change while
driving home the important point that, with the
growing strength of StarNet, the revolution has
definitely begun.

As the nation’s largest network of independent
commercial flooring contractors, only StarNet
members can provide customers with the best of
both worlds. Independent ownership means
you’ll always receive unbiased recommendations
and personal service from a local name you trust.
Strength of our nationwide network assures the
best product selection at the industry’s most
competitive prices. When you do business with
a StarNet member, you can be sure we’ll do
whatever it takes to
satisfy you now,
and for the
long term.

ONE SOURCE. UNLIMITED RESOURCES.

IF YOU HAVE ANY COMMENTS OR QUESTIONS ABOUT THE STARLOG NEWSLETTER, WE’D ENJOY HEARING FROM YOU.
WRITE US AT STAR NET, 44 EAST RIDGE RD., R IDGEFIELD, CT 06877, OR CALL 1-800-787-6381.
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