


Surfqce to Alr

The finished surfoces within o house ore exposed to significont weor
ond teor from everydoy use, so the durobility of the products used
to seol these surfoces is on importont considerotion. However; it is
just os importont to select products thot do not hove o significont
impoct on the heolth of those occupying the home. The finishes

opplied to wolls, floors, windows ond other timber surfoces hove the
potentiol to off-gos toxic pollutonts, both during opplicotion ond in
the doys ond weeks following. These pollutonts - or Volotile Orgonic
Compounds (VOCs) - hove been shown to couse heolth problems
including irritotion to eyes, nose ond throot, heodoches, di.ziness ond
skin disorders. When these ore combined with the heovy metols often
found in points ond finishes, it is worth doing some reseorch to ensure
the surfoces oround you ore not cooted with toxic substonces.

An eorlier orticle in green investigoted options for more
environmentolly sound ond heolthier point products, so this orticle
will focus on options for toxic-free surfoce finishes for floors, win,Cows,

decking ond internol ond exiernol timbers.

Floors
Most, olthough not oll, floor surfoces require o seolont of some sort to
protect the flooring ond provide o duroble finish. The types of surfoce
finishes ovoiloble ore often similor for different flooring moteriols. Some
products ore suitoble for multiple floor types, but some ore more
specific

All floors will require c]ggning of some stoge ond since cleoning
chemicols con emit just os mony toxic substonces into the oir os
on opplied finish, toxic-free cleoning compounds should be selected
os well.

Tirnher
The options for seoling timber floors include: o cleor or coloured
solvent- or woter-bosed polyurethone; o cleor or coloured
solvent- or woter-bosed stoin; on oil-bosed finish; or o solvent- or
woter-bosed wox.

A polyurethone is o type of vornish ond is the mofCommon floor
finish for timber floors. Solvent-bosed polyurethones ore generolly
more widely used thon woter-bosed products. Solvent-bosed
polyurethones will creote o plostic loyer over the timber; whereos o
woter-bosed polyurethone ollows the texture of the timber to be felt
through the finish. Solvent polyurethones ore mode from petroleum
products ond os the finish dries the solvent evoporotes releosing
VOCs into the oir. Finishes with o high solvent level will emit more
VOCs thon finishes with low solvent level. Woter-b,osed polyurethones
hove o low solvent level ond thus ore less toxic tl'{on their petroleum-
bosed counterports. \l 
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An oil finish is o reodily ovoiloble non-toxic option for timber ond
cork floors. Oil products hove on oil os o bose (such os o tung or
linseed oil) ond ore obsorbed into the timber. Some oils hove solvents
in them, some ore woter-bosed, some ore pure oil, ,o ai".k the
contents corefully. Woter mixes or pure oils will be less toxic thon
solvent mixes. Be owore thot while oils moy be o noturol moteriol ond
non-toxic, they con give off o strong odour for o few doys.

Stoins ore simply o surfoce finish with on embedded colour. Stoins
con be solvent or woter, polyurethone or oil, so if you ore ofter o
coloured finish to the timber opply the some considerotions (i.e.

Similor to point, seolonts ronge from high to low toxicity. Notoshq Pqlich guides
you through the heolthier options for finishing floors, windows ond decks.

woter versus solvent, noturol versus synthetic) to the selection of o
stoin os you would to o cleor finish.

Woxes con be opplied to timber floors, but ogoin solvent-bosed
woxes will still emit hormful VOCs. Woxes con be opplied directly to
o timber floor; or over onother finish such os o vornish or stoin. Woxes

need to be regulorly opplied ond rubbed into the floor.
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The options for seoling concrete floors ore similqr to timber: o solvent-

or woter-bosed polyurethone, which con be stoined; oil-bosed
seolonts; or o wox. Penetroting seolonts ond woxes will not necessorily
provide resistonge to sioins. The polyurethones do provide o borrier

over the concrete ond thus could be orgued to be more duroble.
Woxes olso need to be re-opplied more regulorly thon polyurethone
seolonts. Agoin, o woter-bosed polyurethone will hove much lower
toxic emissions thon o solvent-bosed finish.

Lino/vinyl/rubben
Linoleum, vinyl ond rubber flooring generolly do not need to hove
o surfoce finish opplied os the moteriol itself provides on integrol
finish thot is duroble, slip resistont ond eosily cleoned. There ore other
environmentol considerotions when selecting o resilient floor, including
the moteriol the product is mode from, the obility for it to be recycled,
ond the cleoning regime required.

Tifies

Like resilient floors, tiles do not necessorily need o surfoce finish. Mony
tiled products hove on integrol glozed or boked finish; howeve[
there ore tiles thot do require seoling. Seolonts designed for tiles con
be either o penetroting seolont or one thot creotes o loyer over the
tile. Agoin, select o seolont thot is woter-bosed ond hos low or zero

solvent content.

Windows ond internql timbers
The products ovoiloble for timber windows ond internol timbers

ore similor to those for timber floors: o solvent- or woter-bosed
polyurethone; o solvent- or woter-bosed stoin; or on oil-bosed
product. Windows con olso be pointed. The inside of windows ond
other internol timber does not need os duroble o cooting os o timber
floor so often o "lighter" product con be used. The externol side of
timber windows needs to be woterproof, UV resistont ond extremely
duroble. Options for exterior timber including the outside of windows,
ore detoiled below. Products with o woter bose will hove the lowest

VOCs. Noturol oil products con be non-toxic but still emit on
odour for o while.

Finishes for deiking ond externol timber ore typicolly oil-bosed.
Oil-bosed finishes penetrote into the timber to provide o protective
woterproof loyer ond withstond UV rodiotion. Oil finishes con be
pure oils, woter-bosed or solvent-bosed. Agoin o woter-bosed finish

will hove lower VOCs thon o solvent-bosed finish. Pure oils ore often
bosed on noturol products but con hove o slight odour for o few
doys. There ore olso vornishes other thon polyurethone for externol

timber but the some odvice opplies - use o woter-bosed product. *$

I

I

I

gr".n lz5



$elecfed products
The following list is o somple of low toxic
products ovoiloble in the Austrolion morket. lt is

not o complete list but it will provide o ronge of
products to stort with for different opplicotions.
It is intended os o guide, ond users should lioise
with product suppliers for exoct opplicotion
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