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Why do we need to reduce VOC emissions from adhesives and sealants?

Volatile organic compounds (VOCs) are chemicals that vaporize easily at room
temperature and are found in many building materials such as paints, thinners,
adhesives and sealants/caulks.

Conventional adhesives (commonly used for gluing down carpeting and other
flooring surfaces such as cork and tile, and used in installation of cabinetry,
countertops, sub-flooring, wainscoting and plywood decorative paneling, and
laminates) and sealants (commonly used for sealing and weatherproofing
floors, sinks, cabinetry and furniture, decking and exterior siding) usually
contain petroleum or organic solvents and a high level of VOCs. During drying
after application, their solvents, or VOCs, evaporate into the atmosphere.
Major harmful effects of these VOCs would include:

» Enhancing the formation of ozone and fine particulates in the atmosphere,
thus causing smog and visibility impairment.

* Affecting adversely the indoor air quality and the health of both the workers
and occupants.

In fact, VOCs may continue to be released into the environment long after the
work is completed. With such a wide range of uses, these products have
generally been among the common sources of VOCs which may cause both
ambient and indoor air pollution.

How do VOCs affect us?

Exposure to VOCs may result in both acute and chronic health effects. Many of
the VOCs are irritants and can cause depression of the central nervous system
if inhaled in sufficient quantities. Some VOCs may even be hazardous,
reproductive toxicants and carcinogenic. VOCs cause smog which can irritate
our eyes, nose and throat, or can worsen existing heart and respiratory
problems such as asthma. Prolonged exposure to severe smog conditions may
cause permanent damage to lung tissues and impair the immune system.

How should | use adhesives and sealants?

In response to growing concern about the harmful effects of the conventional
solvent-based adhesives and sealants, many manufacturers have shifted to
low-VOC formulation. Nowadays, low-VOC and water-based products are
already available. To protect your and your family's health, the workers' health

and the environment, you should use adhesives and sealants wisely by
following these handy tips:

» Use low-VOC or water-based products. You may ask your vendors or the
stores for these environmentally-more-friendly alternatives. You can also
get more information about these products by referring to their Technical
Data Sheets or Materials Safety Data Sheets.

* Specify low-VOC products to your contractors and in construction or
specification documents.

* Choose VOC-free designs, such as carpet tiles which do not require
adhesives, using nail strips instead of gluing carpet, or adpot other
non-adhesive mechanical fastening systems.

« Use finished wood flooring products sealed with low-VOC or water-based
sealant at the factory so that no adhesives or sealants are needed on-site.

* Use prefabricated solid wood for making cabinets and counters so that no
adhesives or sealants are needed on-site.

 Consider refinishing the existing flooring instead of replacing it. Wood
floors can be lightly machine-sanded and coated with low-VOC or
water-based sealants.

* Follow manufacturer's instructions in using and handling adhesives and
sealants, and avoid excessive use of these materials and thinners.

* Look for products which do not contain formaldehyde or other toxic
chemicals such as chloroform, ethylene dichloride, perchloroethylene and
trichloroethylene.

What are the benefits of using low-VOC adhesives and sealants?

Low-VOC products are now more common than they were 10 years ago and
their performance is greatly improved due to advancement in technology.
Some low-VOC products are actually superior in their ability to adhere in the
most difficult circumstances. The cost and curing time of some low-VOC
products might even be comparable to conventional ones while others might
cost a bit more and need more time to cure. Nevertheless, using low-VOC
alternatives, especially water-based products, would have the following
benefits:

* Reduced emissions of smog-forming chemicals leading to reduced air
pollution which can cause illnesses, such as asthma.

* Better indoor air quality. The much reduced VOC emissions can help
prevent VOC- related odour nuisance and VOC- related incidents of eye
and respiratory irritation, headaches, fatigue, and other adverse health
effects.

* Reduced fire and explosion risks. There are also fewer restrictions for
storage of low-VOC products which do not contain flammable solvents.

* A safer working environment for workers due to reduced exposure to
hazardous chemicals, which could result in higher productivity.

* Reduced cost and time for cleaning as solvent is not needed for cleaning
when water-based products are used.

For more information, please contact:

Environmental Protection Department
33/F, Revenue Tower Gloucester Road, Wan Chai, Hong Kong
Telephone: 2838 3111
Or visit EPD's website at: http://www.epd.gov.hk
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