AIR, EARTH AND WATER

HY KATHL”EN MCAULIFFE

INDOOR POLLUTION

PLANTING THE SEEDS OF HEALTH

After nearly two decades of tests,
NASA has unveiled the first widely
avallable weapon in the war against
indoor air pollution: the ordinary house
plant. Several common varieties have
been shown to gobble up a wide
range of contaminants, from benzene
in tobacco smoke to formaldehyde in
household cleaners.

NASA's interest in the plants grew
out of efforts to develop biological
life-support systems in enclosed
space habitats. But the results could
be just as important for our long-term
survival here on Earth—particularly
since the EPA has found that the
concentration of some contaminants in
homes and office buildings exceeds
outside levels by 200 to 500 percent.

Common sources of pollutants are
adhesives, carpeting, vinyl or rubber
molding, pressed wood, copying ma-
chines, cooking gas, cleaning agents
ana pesticides. People affected by the
chemicals they contain frequently
complain of headaches, irritated eyes.
drowsiness, skin rashes, difficulty
breathing and a host of other allergy-
related conditions. Worse, these acute
symptoms—referred to as "'sick build-
iIng syndrome’'—may be followed
years later by more severe health
consequences. Formaldehyde, ben-
zene and trichloroethylene—three of
the most common indoor pollutants—
are known or strongly suspected to
cause a variety of cancers. According
10 a recent government report, indoor
contaminants cost the nation tens of
billions ot dollars per year in lost
productivity and medical bills.

As far back as 1973, NASA found
the air inside Sky Lab 3 was contami-
nated with over 100 chemicals. William
Wolverton, Ph.D., an environmental
engineer, was called in to solve the
problem. Since plants recycle oxygen,
ne reasoned, they might have a hid-
den talent for breaking down poliut-
ants as well. Wolverton began expos-
ing plants to high concentrations of
different chemicals inside sealed
chambers. Within 24 hours, aloe vera

THREE TOP POLLUTION RISKS AND THE PLANTS THAT CONQUER THEM

POLLUTANT SOURCES HEALTH RISKS SOLUTIONS

Formaldehyde Foam insulation  Headaches Philodendron
Plywood rritation of eyes  Spider plant
Clothes and/or upper- Golden pothos
Carpeting respiratory tract Corn plant
~urniture Asthma Chrysanthemum
~aper goods (w/prolonged Mother-in-law’s
Household exposure) tongue
cleaners Throat cancer

(rare)

Benzene Tobacco smoke Irritation of English vy
Gasoline skin and eyes Marginata
Synthetic fibers Headaches Janet Craig
Plastics L 0ss of appetite Chrysanthemum
nks Drowsiness Gerbera daisy
Qils _eukemia and Warneckei
Detergents other blood Peace lily
Rubber diseases

Irichloroethylene Dry cleaning Cancer Gerbera daisy
Inks/paints of the liver Chrysanthemum
Varnishes Peace lily
Lacquers Warneckei
Adhesives Marginata
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