Radon Talk to South Tahoe Cancer League
Thursday, October 29, 2015


Jeff Miner  NRPP # 104717 RMT
Radon At Tahoe  www.RadonAtTahoe.com









jeffminer@etahoe.com
Summary:
What's the Problem?  Radon causes lung cancer and Tahoe has a lot of it.
What's the Solution?  Test your home.  If it's high it is easy to fix.
How can we save lives through radon awareness?  Test your own home first.  Look at real estate transactions, doctor's offices and Barton Hospital for areas to improve.
The Problem

1.  Since this is the Cancer League, you may know that Lung cancer accounts for about 27% of all cancer deaths and is by far the leading cause of cancer death among both men and women. Each year, more people die of lung cancer than of colon, breast, and prostate cancers combined. 


2.  Lung cancer research funding and publicity lags behind other cancers, possibly because the leading cause of lung cancer is smoking, which is looked down upon as a poor health choice.  


3.  Radon exposure cause 21,000 lung cancer deaths each year.  

4.  Radon exposure is not a choice.  People are exposed to radon without being aware of it since it is colorless, odorless and tasteless. It is the leading cause of lung cancer after smoking, but suffers from the same lack of publicity and funding, possibly because of the perceived link to smoking.


5.  How does radon cause cancer?  When you breath in air you breath in some radon.  The higher the concentration of radon the higher the risk of it causing cancer.   When you breathe in high concentrations of radon and the other radon decay products such as polonium-218 and 214, some may become attached to your lung tissue, and when they go through their radioactive decay cycle they emit an alpha particle that damages the dna of your lung tissue and increases your chance of getting lung cancer.

6.  Radon accumulates in houses because it is sucked into the warm space by a process known as the "stack effect" where the warm air rises in a house creating a vacuum and soil gasses from the ground beneath the house are literally sucked into the house..  This happens especially in winter, but also in other seasons because we tend to keep our windows shut most of the time in our brisk mountain air. 

7.  What do we have here at Tahoe?  Both the California and Nevada have radon potential maps showing that house in the Tahoe area have Very High potential for radon.  Nevada maps are based on actual radon tests.  California maps are based on geological surveys of soil types.  California also has a database of actual tests results that show the same thing.  There is no reason a person should not test their house if they live in the Lake Tahoe area.

8.  Lung cancer in non-smokers is the 7th leading cause of cancer deaths in the United States. 

9.  The leading cause of cancer-related deaths in women in the U.S. is lung cancer, not breast cancer.  In fact, there are more non-smoking women (never smokers and former smokers) who die in the U.S. each year from lung cancer, than women—non-smokers and smokers alike—who die from breast cancer.

10.  Risk at 4pCi/L  
Radon level vs. Cigarette smoking = 8 cigarettes per day
Radon radiation vs. Chest x-rays per year = 200
Risk at 2pCi/L 
Radon level vs. Cigarette smoking = 4 cigarettes per day
Radon radiation vs. Chest x-rays per year = 100
10pCi/L your risk is like smoking more than a pack a day

The Solution

1.  Test your home.  You have some options.  If you want to test it yourself, test kits are available at many local hardware stores and supermarkets.  Nevada residents can obtain a free test kit through the Nevada Radon Education Program, (which is one of the best radon programs in the country and they will be speaking at TRPA on Jan. 26 at 6 p.m., at the TRPA building on Market street off Kingsbury Grade.  California residents no longer have access to free radon test kits.  The California Radon Program is struggling with only a part-time program manager and has difficulty finding resources, so California residents, no free lunch!  However the Nevada Tahoe Conservation District (NTCD) 400 Dorla Ct in Round Hill has free kits for Nevada residents and will sell them to California residents for $7.  You can also buy an electronic radon tester on Amazon which I just happen to have on my web page.
2.  Professional testing and mitigation services are also available.  The National Radon Proficiency Program (NRPP) and the American Association of Radon Scientists and Technologists (AARST) trains and certifies radon professionals.  California requires radon certification and Nevada does not, but it is wise to choose a certified radon professional so you know they have taken the rather technical training for testing and for mitigating.  My website has a list of certified radon professionals serving the Tahoe area.  Lists are also available from the radon program of each state and from the certification organizations listed on the resource page. 

3.  If your initial short term tests (48 hours) determine that you have a radon problem, the suggested protocol is to do a short term test again, or to do a long term test (90 days or more) to confirm the high readings.

3.  What is high and what is low?  Radon is measured in picocuries and the EPA has set the action level (when you should fix the problem) at 4 pCi/l or above.  The EPA also says "consider" fixing the problem if you get between 2 pCi/L and 4 pCi/L.

5.  How do I fix it?   If your tests comeback high after multiple tests, don't fear, you can fix it.  Any home can be mitigated.  Mitigation is best left to a professional unless you are super handy and want to study the correct protocols.  If so, get this book, Protecting your Home from Radon, available from Amazon through my web site.  The basics are that you put a radon barrier under your house, if it has a crawl space, and make it air tight by gluing it to the side walls with special adhesive and at the overlaps and around any posts.  Then you run a perforated drain pipe under the plastic and attach it to a radon fan on the outside of the house.  Any radon or other gasses that come up under the plastic will be sucked into the pipe and exhausted out and up a pipe to the top of the roof line.

How can we get the word out?

1.  "It takes a lot for someone to test their home."  So if we live in a high radon potential area, both from actual test data and from geological mapping, why do so few of us test our home? 
Let me read from professional radon blog I follow, one of the frustrated radon professionals in Pennsylvania:

" We installed 2 Radon Systems this month in long time homes of educated people (one is a doctor) who did not test their homes until there wives got lung cancer and did not smoke.  I gave them the CanSAR website link (cansar.org) (Cancer Survivors Against Radon) and walked out with a heavy heart.  Sometimes, it does take a lot to get someone to test their home..."

and also, from another post, same frustrated radon professional:

" How many people who find out that they or their loved one has radon induced lung cancer about the same time they learn about radon?  How many of them have heard about the 3 Mile Island "disaster"?    Fortunately no one died.  That event took place very close to my home.  You could see (and still can) the steam from the cooling towers from my grandfathers  farm in Elizabethtown.  The world knows about TMI!  The world knows about Prostate Cancer.  The world knows about Colorectal Cancer.  The world knows about Skin Cancer.  The world knows about Breast Cancer.  The world knows about the danger of cigarettes.  The world knows about second hand smoke...  How is it that few know the 2nd leading cause of Lung Cancer?  The answer is quite simple:  SOMEONE HAS BEEN ASLEEP AT THE MICROPHONE FOR THE LAST 25 YEARS!!!"

You can feel his frustration at our health and safety systems for not getting the word out about radon.

2.  The real estate transaction would be an obvious point in time to test for radon.  We use that time to test for termites and earthquake straps on water heaters, and other building code issues, and (God Forbid) MOLD!  But with all the home inspections going on only a small percent include a radon test.  Even in this very high radon area.  Well, for one thing, the California Natural Hazard Disclosure Report lists all of El Dorado  County as a "Moderate Risk" of radon.  They use the 30 year old EPA Radon Maps of the US by county, not the maps and studies updated in the last 20 years.  Also let's face it, many real estate professionals are just not aware of radon and a few down-right unscrupulous sales people view any talk of radon as a possible deal breaker and would rather ignore it altogether.  
3.  The doctor's office is another place where the cancer causing effects of radon could be discussed.  But very few doctors ask this question of their patients:  Have you tested your home for radon within the past two years? What was the result?

These are two simple questions that I am hoping all physicians will include as part of a new patient’s history and all annual exams. Knowing your patient is breathing safe air should be just as important as knowing his or her cholesterol level or blood pressure.

4.  Hospitals could provide a free radon test kit to all new mothers when they leave with their newborn baby.  The Newborn Radon Program has been very successful in other states such as Pennsylvania, where over 70 hospitals are participating.  But when I contacted Barton Hospital about starting such a program I could not generate much interest.  Of course funding is always a problem,   When I did the math a few years ago, using 550 newborn babies a year the costs came to about $1 each plus the cost of the test kit which then was free.  When I applied for a grant for $1000 for a two year trial from Soroptimists I was turned down because they said the program did not fit into their current grant philosophy.  Even now that radon test kits are no longer free, I am still hopeful that a source of funding will some day be found. 
5.  But the best way to have an impact is for everyone in this room to rush right out (after lunch of course) and buy a radon test kit and test your own home!
Resources

1,  California Radon Program   Google "California Radon"
http://www.cdph.ca.gov/healthinfo/environhealth/Pages/Radon.aspx

2.  Nevada Radon Program  Google "Nevada Radon"
http://www.unce.unr.edu/programs/sites/radon/
3. Radon at Tahoe
http://radonattahoe.com/
4. National Radon Proficiency Program (NRPP)
http://www.nrpp.info/
5.  American Association of Radon Scientists and Technologists (AARST)
http://www.aarst.org/
6.  For my personal list of local certified radon testers and mitigators view my sponsor list at the Connections tab on the Radon at Tahoe web page
http://radonattahoe.com/connections.htm
7.  For any questions raised by this talk that were not covered in the short time I had, or on this sheet, take a look at the information I have painstakingly provided on my web site.  If you are unable to find the answer there, give me a call at 530-577-7293.  I charge $60 an hour for radon consulting, but will gladly answer questions from Cancer League members who have already looked at my web site.  
8.  The State of Nevada Comprehensive Cancer Plan
http://nevadacancercoalition.org/comprehensive-cancer-control/nevada-cancer-plan/
They mentioned radon in the Nevada Cancer Plan for the first time this year.  California is still trying to get radon to be addressed in the California Cancer Plan.
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