Radon,

By Wayne Poal
staff writer

Radon Is an odorless, colorless,
tosteless g, Ii's aleo 2 potentlz)
killer, It could be in many Qakland
County homes.

It's natural, not the product of a
man-made dlsaster.

Nearly every American is at risk
of radon cxposure, according to the
federal Environmental Proteetion
Agency. And nearly everyone ex-
posed to radon on a continuing basls
Is at risk of developlng lung cancer.

That's the scary news,

The encouraging news Is that ra-
don exposure can eastly be reduced
or prevented.

RADON COMES from the ground,
It Is a radloactlve gas formed natu-
rally when radium breaks down.

Radon seeps Into homes through
cracks In basements and foundation
slabs, through or openings for sump
pumps and drains.

Utllmately, radon Is the third step
in the natural decay of uranium, Be-
cause of the radioactivity involved,
radon exposurc has been lnked to
the natlon's rise in lung cancer, par-
sleularly the rising cancer rate
among hon-smokers,

Radon Is commonly found in Mich-
1gan soil.

“WE USED (o think it was a ‘mia-
ing country’ problem — Pennsylva-
nla and maybe the UP,” sald Alex
Johnson, a spokesman for the Ameri-
can Lung Assaciatlon, Southfleld.

“We don't think that auymore. In
fact, we encourage everyone to test
for radon.”

It is estimated radon could be
found is as many as one out of every
five Qakland County houses and as
many as one [n 10 in Wayne County.

‘Though testing Is far from com-
plete, varying traces of radon have
been discovered [n nearly 800 houses
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‘silent killer,” found in area homes

In the section of Oakland County
stretching southwest from Blrming-
ham to Farmington — and 400 more
In Novi alone —~ accordlng to te lo-
ca! lung azeaciation effice.

RADON CAN be easlly and inex-
pensively detected and remedied.
But unless tests are done, there's no
way of knowing whether or to what
degree radon is present in a bouse,

Exposure to heavily diluted radon
in the outdoor alr could produce a
radfation level equal to 20 chest X-
rays per year, according to the EPA.

Exposure is measured in pico-cu-
rles, 2 commonly aecepted measure
of radlatton.

ACCORDING TO EPA studles, ra-
don generally can't be reduced be-
low 4 plco-curles per liter of air once
it sceps into a home.

“It’s not as if it’s impossible ta re-
duce below that level, but It becomes
& terriflc expense to do so,” sald ra-
don expert Les Johnson of the EPA
regional offlce in Chicago.

“There Is a great deal of confusion
about that number. It doesn't have to
be that level In basements, for in-
stance, but it should at least be that
level [n llving rooms.”

Even at the 4 piC per liter leve),
those exposed could run a risk of de-
veloping lung cancer up to five times
greater than that of a normal non-
smoker,

Exposure at levels above 20 plC
per liter ks equlvalent to a two-pack-
a-day clgarettc habit for non-
smokers. Levels that high have al-
ready been found among houses in
the Llvonia, West Bloomficld and
Farmington arcas.

For smokers, high-level exposure
can be even mor

Left unchecked, continued radon
exposure is almost certainly fatal,
Lung cancer, the fastest growing
Lype oF cuncer mininy 1.5, acuibs
hss ene of the lowast surviva]

A

TWO SIMPLE, accurate tests can
be conducted by the average home-
owner.

Tiwe (east sxpendve is called the
charcoal eannister teat. Cannlsturs

able soon.
From there, legisiators may {ake
actlon, as they bave in New Jersey,

Murvinnd, Bennevivania sad wines.

EPA rccommends seriously ques-
tioning @ contractor whose bld
comes In well above $1,500 for most
ebivuin,

Repalrs are at the hemeswners'  da.

ung

perts say 95 percent of all lung can-
cer patients will die within five
years once cancer has been detected.

New houses are no safer from ra-
don exposure than are old ones, he
sald. Nor are houses with radon-free
nelghbors. “There’s’ really no pat-
tern,” Alex Johnson said.

ADVANCE SOILL testing fs almost
worthless, experts belleve, because
radon levels fn the ground don't nec-
essarily correspond to those In hous-
cs.

‘The highest level recorded In the
U.S., over 2,000 piC per lter, was
found in a new house occupied by a
Peansylvania man whose body con-
talned so much radiation that it
tripped the warning system of the
nuclear power plant where be
worked.

That man’s story, revealed in
1985, helped turn radon into a na-
tionn) Issue. But nearly four years
before Lhat, rescarchers were exam-
Ining radon exposure as a possible
explanation for the rise In none
smoker lung cancer.

Most likely to produce radon are
soils containing uranlum, or granite
and shale, or soi! exposed to certaln
Industrial wastes.

Everyone should test for radon,
lung assoclation specialiats sald, ex-
cept those who live above the second
floar in an apartment buildlng.

“People with homes, whether over

“When you add smoking as anoth-
er factor, we know the result doesn't
add to the risk; it multiplics the
risk," the lung assoclation’s Johnson
said.

a slab or
shoutd test,” Johnson sald, “People
who live on flrst or second floor of
an apartment bullding, er in mobile
homes on a permanent foundation
should also test.”
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cost $10-§25 at hardware  expense. There’s no government as-
sistance program. Tax credlts have
been discussed In some states,

Bullding code changes are recom-
mended for home builders to ellmi-
nate radon as a future threat.

“'We know radon can be ‘built out’
of homes If the proper guidelines are
followed,’ Johnson sald.

A report on radon has been given
10 Gov. James Blanchard for review,
. Johnson said, and should be avall-

Changes [n the state building code,
regulations for those ln the radon-
testing buslness, as well 23 a law re-
quirtng testing In public bufldings,
could be a result of the report's pub.
lication.

A radon center has already been
establisbed on the Unversity of
Michigan's main Ann Arbor campus,
The center Is designed to train pro-
fessionals in radon dangers and
remedies.

self. Some municipalitles, Including
Novi, also sell them at city hall.

Cannisters, resembling slfticg
pans used by long-ago gold miners,
can be placed In basements or first
floor living rooms for three to seven
days. Experts say they're a good
way to detect whether radon Is pres-
ent.
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PATCHING CRACKES and adding
sump pump vents could be all that is
necessary to reduce radon levels, ex-
perts said.

More elaborate methods, includ
Ing pressurizing or depressurizing a
house, are suggested in an EPA
bocklet on radon reduction. (The
booklet is avallable by writlng the
reglonal EPA oftice: 230 S. Dearborn
St., Chicago, IUl. 60804. Coples may
also be reserved by calling 312-358-
2072} H
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