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INTRODUCTION

This guide gives a brief introduction to the topic of indoor air quality (IAQ). It describes the importance of
indoor air quality, its effects on health, the most common contaminants and their exposure limits, how to
measure them, the role of ventilation and the law.

Who is this guide for?
Facilities managers
Building owners
Building occupiers
Building services professionals

WHAT IS AIR QUALITY?
Air pollution can have a negative impact on our health; from short term effects such as eye irritation and coughs to long term
effects such as respiratory infections and cancer. Air of good quality is air in which there are no known contaminants at harmful
concentrations. The effect on health depends on the contaminant concentration and exposure time.

Outdoor Air Quality
Outdoor air pollution sources can be natural or human-made. Natural pollution is all around us all the time, from a variety of
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sources such as volcanic eruptions, biological decay and dust storms. These can dramatically increase the concentration of a
contaminant in the atmosphere for a short period of time. Human-made air pollutants are of more concern since they can have a
detrimental impact on public health. Most sources of outdoor air pollution are well beyond the control of individuals and demand
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action by local, national and international policymakers.
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According to the World Health Organization
(WHO), air pollution kills seven million people
worldwide every year. WHO’s urban air quality
database covers 4300 cities across 108
countries, reflecting growing recognition of the
health risks. Air quality in most cities worldwide
that monitor outdoor air pollution fails to meet
WHO guidelines for safe levels: 98% of cities
in low and middle income countries and 56% in
high income countries. This is putting more than
80% of people living in urban areas at additional
risk of respiratory disease, cancer and acute
respiratory infections.

Asbestos
Asbestos was formerly used as a building material, noted for its excellent
insulation, fireproofing and acoustic properties. Its use has been banned in
the UK, and buildings constructed after 1999 should not have any asbestoscontaining materials (ACMs) in them. However, many older buildings do contain
ACMs. These can present a serious health hazard if disturbed, as fibres can be
breathed in and become lodged in the lungs. Undisturbed asbestos does not
present a health hazard; however, building owners should maintain a register of
ACMs present, and take steps to manage the risk.

Odours
One of the roles of ventilation in buildings is to control odours. Odours are closely linked to IAQ. Although some harmful
contaminants do not smell (for example carbon monoxide), odours can be unpleasant and can sometimes give occupants an
indication that there are harmful substances in the air that need to be addressed, or that ventilation is needed. The main sources
of odours in a building are the occupants themselves; however, odours can also be produced from other sources such as food.

Nitrogen Oxides
Nitrogen oxides, including NO and NO 2
(often referred to collectively as NOx) are
formed during the combustion of fossil
fuels. Their impact on health includes
respiratory problems, heart conditions and
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lung damage. These gases not only have a
strong impact on health, but also contribute
to climate change, as chemical reactions
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involving nitrous oxides contribute to the
creation of tropospheric ozone, smog and
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indirectly, climate change.

Carbon Monoxide

Carbon monoxide (CO) is an odourless, colourless gas produced by the incomplete combustion of fuels such as oil, wood or
gas. CO binds with haemoglobin and hinders the ability of the body to deliver oxygen to cells. Therefore, CO acts by rendering a
person gradually unconscious and it is lethal at low concentrations.

8

For the latest global
air-conditioning insight

CLICK HERE

For peace of mind
and to find out more

CLICK HERE

PL

Old Bracknell Lane West, Bracknell, Berkshire RG12 7AH UK
T: 0800 254 5700 (UK) or +44 (0) 1344 465 600
E: bsria@bsria.co.uk
www.bsria.com/uk/

BSRIA Ventilation
Verification Service
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BSRIA Worldwide
Market Intelligence
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BSRIA Instrument
Solutions

BSRIA Air Quality
Testing Services

BSRIA can identify the
contaminants in the
building environment,
measure them using the
right techniques, and
compare them to the
right standards.

For air quality meters
at better prices

CLICK HERE

To find out more

CLICK HERE

Improving the built environment

Delivering knowledge

Measuring compliance and performance

International

Engineering services: Test, compliance and consultancy
support services for clients, designers, constructors, manufacturers and
facilities managers.
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Instrument solutions: Hire, sales and calibration of instruments.
Market intelligence: Off-the-shelf reports, bespoke studies and
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management consultancy for global markets.

Information and membership: Bookshop, library, training, networks
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and events.
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