Ceiling Tiles May Contribute to Sick Building Syndrome

Most of us tend not to notice ceilings, they are out of normal line of sight and usually designed to be
inconspicuous. Our eyes are drawn to ceiling tiles that show the telltale brown stains of water damage.
It is not uncommon to see such things as stores, restaurants, office buildings and schools, with ceilings
that show evidence of water damage. Many of these buildings were constructed with flat top, tar pitched
roofs, with huge air conditioning units mounted on them. Too often the ceiling tiles are replaced at the
point where they have become totally warped, broken or stained, usually for aesthetic reasons without
regard to the more important health considerations.

Sick building syndrome is a catch phrase used to describe buildings where significant numbers of occu-
pants experience a variety of bodily discomforts and, in some cases, chronic health issues. These
symptoms include such things: as eye, nose and throat irritations; headaches; and dizziness, to name a
few. These symptoms may be caused by an unchecked growth of mold and mildew thriving on ceiling
materials that absorb and retain moisture. By the time water stains appear on the inside surface of the
tile, all kinds of microbes have been growing on the hidden surface.

Traditional fiberboard ceiling tiles are often chosen with a false sense of economy. They are, in fact, far
cheaper initially than the new PVC tiles (polyvinyl chloride) or vinyl clad tiles. However for hygienic
purposes they require periodic professional cleaning with antibacterial solvents (PVC tiles are cleaned
with soap and water). These solvent cleanings, added to the cost of repeated damage replacements, will
prove far more costly as time goes on than the initial cost of the PVC alternatives.

There are two other benefits to using the solid PVC tiles. The first is that they do not release unhealthy
substances into the air including volatile organic compounds (VOCs). Also they will not absorb airborne
chemicals or odors. Secondly they can be easily recycled. These are both considerations for the design
of new constructions to the Green standards.

The PVC tiles are very low maintenance. They will not absorb water and will not support the growth of
mold, mildew or bacteria. There may be applications where acoustical quality requirements out weigh
the use of solid PVC tiles. For those applications standard fiberboard can be laminated with a vinyl film.
The films can be perforated to maintain acoustical performance. The vinyl film will not easily trap dirt
and the tiles are more readily cleaned than the traditional bare fiberboard tiles.

The use of PVC tiles will not correct source issues of faulty construction or lack of building maintenance
but they will remove a major source of the growth of the microbes thus providing an immediate improve-
ment in air quality.



