
But in our haste to protect the planet, 
conserve natural resources, and promote 
clean outdoor air, one critical piece 
of the green building puzzle—and, 
arguably, the most important—is 
often overlooked: indoor air quality.

“The greatest irony of sustainable design 
and construction is that, often, the built 
environments we’re creating don’t sustain 
human health,” says Stephen Wenc, 
former president of UL Environment. 
“While sustaining earth’s natural resources 
is critical, we can’t lose sight of the 
underlying goal: keeping people healthy.”

What is Indoor Air Quality (IAQ)?
Indoor air quality refers to the quality of 
air inside built environments as it relates 
to human health: the better the IAQ, the 
healthier the air that people breathe. 
Unfortunately, statistics consistently 

show that indoor air is two to five times 
more polluted than the air outside. Even 
worse, the air in newly constructed and/
or renovated interior spaces can be up to 
1,000 times more polluted than outdoor 
air. Why? Because many of the synthetic 
products and materials we use to design 
and build these spaces emit a cocktail of 
volatile organic compounds (VOCs) and 
other pollutants into the air—things like 
potential carcinogens, reproductive toxins, 
odorants, and other irritants, Wenc says. 

Not surprisingly, research has linked 
poor IAQ to a number of health risks, 
including asthma and other respiratory 
ailments; headaches; eyes, nose, and 
throat irritation; and even cancer. This, 
in turn, leads to decreased productivity, 
lower academic performance, 
and increased absenteeism. 

Why You Should Care
The built environments that are 
created today—whether they’re homes, 
schools, hospitals, government offices, 
community centers, or retail spaces—will 
have enormous health impacts on the 
people who occupy them tomorrow. 

Paradoxically, some of the world’s 
“greenest” buildings—those that 
meet strict environmental criteria for 
energy efficiency, site selection, water 
conservation, and material selection—fail 
to account for the quality of their indoor air. 

To complicate matters, at the core of 
green building and design is energy 
efficiency: saving energy equals saving 
money equals saving the planet. Yet, the 
more airtight our built environments 
are, the more polluted the air inside 
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Why Green Buildings Matter More Than We Think

It’s no secret that designing and 

constructing high-performing, 

energy-efficient, sustainable 

buildings and interior spaces is more 

important today than ever before. 

Green buildings lead to reduced 

environmental impact; healthy 

returns-on-investment for architects, 

designers, builders, owners, and 

product manufacturers; as well as 

substantial cost savings for end-users.
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Why Green Buildings Matter (continued)

UL Announces Water Testing Services to Meet UCMR 3 Requirements

them becomes: the chemicals that emit 
from indoor sources get trapped inside.

What We Don’t Know  
May Hurt Us
Four decades ago, environmental and public 
health experts helped make it possible 
to reduce human exposure to lead and 
asbestos in our built environments—even 
though these building materials were 
as commonplace (and as accepted) as 
hardwood flooring or carpeting. As a result, 
today, the levels of lead in children’s blood 
across every population are markedly lower. 

More recently, the industry has 
decreased its use of formaldehyde, a VOC 

found in common building materials, 
like engineered wood products or 
insulation. It is a known carcinogen. 

But science has shown that more than 
12,000 other chemicals emit from the 
products we use or encounter every day. 
Many of them are known carcinogens, 
irritants, or developmental and reproductive 
toxins. Others we know very little or 
nothing about. Experts warn that exposing 
ourselves to these unknown chemicals 
is like gambling with our health. 

“Until we learn more about these 
compounds and their potential impact 
on human health, it would be prudent 

to limit our exposure to them as much 
as possible,” says Marilyn Black, founder 
of the GREENGUARD Environmental 
Institute, a division of UL Environment.

How You Can Help Today
By doing your part to raise awareness 
about poor IAQ and its health impacts, 
you can help gain the political, economic, 
and social momentum needed to 
make doing your jobs easier and 
more cost-effective, and. you can help 
transform neighborhoods, communities, 
cities, nations, and human lives. 

For more information on green buildings, 
please visit the website for UL Environment. 

UL has introduced testing methods 

to meet the monitoring requirements 

for 28 new contaminants proposed in 

the Environmental Protection Agency’s 

(EPA) third Unregulated Contaminant 

Monitoring Regulation (UCMR 3). 

Under the Safe Drinking Water 

Act, the EPA established the UCMR 

program to identify contaminants

that are suspected to occur in public 

water systems and may warrant 

regulation. In accordance with the 

program, the EPA selects a new list of 

contaminants every five years for testing 

to determine whether new regulations 

are needed to protect public health. 

As proposed, UCMR 3 would require 

assessment monitoring for 28 

contaminants and pre-screen testing 

for two viruses. Mandatory assessment 

monitoring for the 28 identified 

contaminants would be required for all 

public water systems serving more than 

10,000 people along with 800 selected 

public water systems serving 10,000 or 

fewer people. Additionally, a representative 

sample of 800 public water systems serving 

1,000 or fewer people would be required to 

conduct pre-screen testing for the identified 

viruses. The proposed rule does not address 

methods specific to virus monitoring. 

The EPA is expected to finalize UCMR 3 early 

next year following the necessary comment 

and review periods. In preparation, UL 

has begun the EPA’s laboratory approval 

process. Upon successful application and 

analysis of Performance Test (PT) samples, 

UL will obtain provisional approval, with 

final approval being issued upon approval 

of the final rule. UL previously obtained 

formal EPA approval for all methods 

required under UCMR 1 and UCMR 2 and 

anticipates similar approval for UCMR 3.

For more information on UL’s testing 

and analytical services for the water 

industry, visit www.ul.com/water
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