
Healthy Renovating 
 
 
1. Use least toxic supplies when renovating.  For example: 
 

• Use low VOC, no VOC or natural based paints, lacquers, varnishes and 
stains. The smell of conventional paints is from solvents in the paint known as 
volatile organic compounds (VOCs), such as benzene, styrene, toluene, xylene, 
and formaldehyde. Some VOCs are carcinogenic or neurotoxic. They are also 
associated with other symptoms, like headaches, fatigue, difficulty breathing, 
and eye, skin and airway irritation. Oil-based products are the worst in terms of 
the amount of fumes they may release.  
 

• Use reclaimed or hard woods instead of particleboard or plywood. 
Particleboard and plywood both use formaldehyde based resins to bind the 
pieces of wood together. This formaldehyde, classified by the US EPA as a 
probable human carcinogen, can off-gas into your home’s indoor air and pollute 
it for years. Long-term inhalation of formaldehyde vapors can cause fatigue, 
respiratory irritation, impaired lung function, and allergic skin reactions. 
 

• Use natural floorings instead of vinyl or carpets. Vinyl flooring is made of 
polyvinyl chloride (PVC), which can emit pthalates (hormone disruptors). There 
is an increased risk of health problems such as asthma and allergies, 
associated with house dust mites, pet allergens and toxic pollutants 
accumulating in carpet. 

 
If it is economically or logistically not an option to use environmentally friendly 
products throughout your home, at least use them in rooms that children spend the 
most time in.  
 
Resources: 
 
www.checnet.org/healthehouse- The Children’s Health Environmental Coalition hosts the online 
“healthEhouse” with information on just about every children’s environmental health topic you can 
think of. Type keywords into the search box to learn about safe home renovation and decorating, as 
well as links to resources beyond the website, such as books and retailers selling safer products. 
Go directly to www.checnet.org/healthehouse/education/articles-
detail.asp?Main_ID=154 for  
a list of links to renovation resources. 
 
www.care2.com/channels/lifestyle/buildings/ - Care2.com is an 
environmental network for healthy living and a healthy planet. Check out 
the Green Building section on building materials to help you make healthy 
renovation choices. 

www.hhinst.com/ - This site offers articles on healthy building materials, links to related sites, 
and on-line shopping for books and videos on the subject.  

www.reduce.org - The Minnesota Office of Environmental Assistance hosts this site with advice on 
reducing toxics in the home, disposing of household hazardous waste and many other important 
topics regarding reducing toxics. 
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1992 Safe Home Resource Guide is a companion to a bi-monthly periodical, the Safe Home 
Digest. The Resource Guide offers products that may be good to know about: e.g., products include 
test kits for lead, mercury, radon, mold and fungi, and volatile organic compounds. The 1992 Guide 
is $30, the Digest is $5 for a sample issue. Contact: Safe Home Digest, 24 East Avenue, Suite 1300, 
New Canaan, CT 06840, or call 203/966-2099. 
 
 
2. Keep pregnant women and children away from renovation 
areas to avoid exposure to toxic dusts and fumes.  
 
3. Ventilate well and clean up with a damp rag to get rid of all 
of the dust that vacuuming and sweeping alone won’t get.  
 
4. If you live in a house built before 1978, be sure to test for 
lead paint. It is very important that you have a professional test for lead paint and that 
you follow every precaution when dealing with it. Lead dust can last for years on stuffed 
animals and carpet and in very small amounts can cause permanent brain damage. 
 
Resources: 
 
What You Should Know About Lead Based Paint in Your Home: Safety Alert - U.S. Consumer 
Product Safety Commission - http://www.cpsc.gov/cpscpub/pubs/5054.html 
 
National Lead Information Center - www.epa.gov/lead - 1-800-424-LEAD 
  
Minnesota Department of Health Lead Program - www.health.state.mn.us - 651-215-0890  
 

 

Additional Resources:  

“The Healthy House: How to Buy One, How to Build One, How to Cure a Sick One” 
(4th edition) by John Bower. The Healthy House Institute, 2001.  

www.buildinggreen.com/features/pvc/pvc.cfm - This is a link to an article discussing 
many of the issues surrounding chlorine and PVC. 
 
Checklist for planning a healthy, energy-efficient renovation – Canada Mortgage 
and Housing Corporation - http://www.cmhc-
schl.gc.ca/en/burema/repi/bewarehi/bewarehi_003.cfm 
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