
Breathing easy
How an Irish group has positioned itself at the forefront of trends in
environmental medicine.

Inresponse to growing concerns regarding
the impact of poor quality indoor air on
health, a group of Irish clinicians

established the airrnid healthgroup in 2007.
Advanced scientific testing facilities were
designed and constructed and a unique
multidisdplinary team of medical spedalists,
occupational health and hygiene spedalists
and experienced scientists were assembled to
achieve the group mission of preventing ill
health caused by exposure to indoor air
pollutants.

The established scientific facts regarding
poor quality indoor air are startling. The
World Health Organisation estimates that
more than one building in four has indoor air
quality problems. The USEnvironmental
Protection Agency has stated that indoor air
is, on average, two to five times, and on
occasion, up to 100 times, more polluted than
outdoor air, ranking indoor air as one of the
top five environmental risks to public health,

The airrnid healthgroup is based in state-of-
the-art laboratories in Dublin 2 and with
advanced testing capabilities is quickly
positioning itself at the forefront of trends in
environmental medicine, The group provides
a range of services to prevent ill health caused
by exposure to indoor air pollutants, all
backed up by inhouse laboratory testing
facilities and an expert multidisdplinary
team. The range of services offered includes
indoor environmental testing and scientific
testing of building contents and materials to
assess their impact on indoor air and so
human health.

The 'health friendly air' division of the
airrnid healthgroup provides specialist indoor
environmental testing services that deliver
independent verification of healthy indoor

air. The testing programme is one of the most
comprehensive testing programmes of its
type worldwide. The programme entails
taking air samples from buildings and
monitoring those parameters most likely to
adversely impact on human health and
wellbeing. Samples are then analysed in their
own laboratory. The testing service is
available to all enclosed spaces including
workplaces. homes, hospitals, schools,
museums, creches, retail outlets, aeroplanes
and cruise ships.

In addition to delivering indoor
environmental testing services, the
consulting division of the airrnid healthgroup
assists manufacturers in the development of
products which contribute to healthy indoor
air.The group has constructed a number of
advanced environmental chambers that
allows it to mimic indoor building
environments and provide repeatable data
regarding the impact that the building
product tested has on indoor air exposures
and so, on building occupant health.

A recent in -depth survey of air quality in
10 office buildings in Ireland undertaken by
the group, revealed that eight out of 10 of the
premises had inadequate levels of ventilation
which caused a build up of contaminants in
the air and increased ill health and
absenteeism among employees. Not
surprising given global research has found
that 20-60% of office occupants suffer from
symptoms associated with unhealthy indoor
air.

Ventilation plays a fundamental role in
maintaining good indoor air quality and Irish
safety, health and welfare at work legislation
states that sufficient fresh air must be
provided in enclosed places of work. The
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potential threat oflitigation resulting from
exposure to poor quality indoor air is
resulting in a major financial risk liability for
employers. A large number of blue chip Irish
companies are now carrying out indoor air
quality audits to mitigate this risk. Carrying
out an indoor air audit also makes good
business sense with one recent study
demonstrating that the performance of office
workers could be increased by 5 -10% by
improving indoor air quality.

"Employees have a legislated right not to
be exposed to hazards in the workplace that
may lead to acute or chronic, long-term
health problems. So carrying out an indoor
air audit should play a key role in the .
protection of employees' health whilst also
addressing the liability risk assodated with
employee ill health as a result of indoor air:'
says Caitriona 0' Donovan, General Manager
and occupational health adviser with the
health friendly air division of the airrnid
healthgroup.

Another primary source of indoor air
contamination is due to biological
contamination of the heating, ventilation and
air conditioning (HVAC)system. These
biological agents include bacteria, moulds
and dust mites. Once this occurs, the same
HVACsystem that should distribute
conditioned air throughout a building then
distributes these biological contaminants
into the building air.

Dr Bruce Mitchell, CEOof the airrnid
healthgroup and clinical immunologist, says:
"The health effects ofbiologicaJly
contaminated air are well documented and
accepted by international experts. Repeated
exposure to organic materials of bacterial or
fungal origin is relevant to health issues such
as asthma and rhinitis, mucosal complaints
and allergic alveolitis. Increased exposure is
also likely to result in a greater incidence of
absenteeism amongst employees."

We spend 90% of our time indoors, more
than half of that at work so the need to
ensure a healthy workplace is incontestable.
Never before have there been so many
compelling reasons for organisations to carry
out a health check on office air. After all, most
employers ensure the food provided to staff
in the canteen is free of contaminants, they
do the same for drinking water and yet air,
the most fundamental requirement of all, is
frequently ignored. •
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