Radon Fact Sheet

First, some definitions:  Radon is a naturally occurring, cancer-causing, radioactive gas.  It is produced by the normal decay of uranium, an element that is found in nearly all soils (at higher concentrations in shale, phosphorus and granite).  Radon gas is colorless, odorless, and tasteless and impossible to detect without a test.  The U.S. EPA says that no amount of radiation exposure is safe, but they set 4 pCi/L (picocuries per liter) as the “action level” to use when recommending that a house be mitigated or fixed.  Cities or regions can be compared using the percent of homes above the EPA action level, but really, individual homes should be tested to know if they have a problem.  

To understand our Sierra Nevada region, we need to understand radon exposure in other areas.  The EPA estimates that about 1 in 15 houses across the US are above 4 pCi/L.  That’s about 6.6% of all houses in the US.  The California Department of Health Services (DHS) estimates that about 1% of all houses in California are above 4 pCi/L. The California DHS Radon Program maintains a data base of all known radon test in the state sorted by Zip Code.  I used a spreadsheet to analyze all 59 Zip Codes from the greater Sacramento area and found that 6% of those tests were above the EPA action level.  I then entered 25 Zip Codes for 14 communities in the Sierra Nevada foothill and mountain region near Tahoe. They are: Jackson, Pine Grove, Pioneer, Placerville, Plymouth, Sutter Creek, Volcano, Grass Valley, Nevada City, Quincy, Tahoe City, Olympic Valley, South Lake Tahoe, and Truckee.  Of the 1555 tests in these mountain and foothill communities, 38% had radon levels over the EPA action level.
38%!   That shockingly high percent is based on tests that now include the 2007 Tahoe Radon Survey.  As a confirmation of that figure, a DHS year-long radon study in 1988-89 suspected a high radon potential for this region.   I quote from the report: "The results also were analyzed by dividing the state into six geographic regions. The highest level was measured in the Sierra Nevada region (from Placer south to Mariposa, as well as Alpine, Mono, Inyo counties), which was significantly higher than other areas…. The limited data for this region in the statewide survey indicated 11-45% of homes are above the U.S. EPA action level." 
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(Links to the data for the chart and the DHS database can be found at http://www.radonattahoe.com/problem.htm).

So the radon tests show that we have high radon in the Sierra Nevada.  The City of South Lake Tahoe had even higher readings, 53%.  So why aren’t these test results causing more concern?  This data is available to the public, why aren’t there action plans for fixing those nearly 4 out of 10 houses, or testing more homes, or having building codes changed to reflect our knowledge of radon in this area?  What is stopping our knowledge from becoming action?  

Maybe a review of the facts will help us draw some conclusions:

1. The U.S. Surgeon General has identified radon as a class I carcinogen, similar to tobacco smoke.

2. The U.S. EPA estimates that over 20,000 Americans die every year from radon induced lung cancer (that’s nearly 55 people a day!).

3. The California DHS has known, at least since the 1988-89 study that up to 40% of all homes in the Sierra Nevada region could have radon levels in excess of the EPA action level.

4. The EPA recommends that ALL homes in high radon areas be tested for radon and fixed if found to be high, and that ALL new homes built in these areas have radon reduction systems. 
5. The State of California DHS Radon Program no longer gives away free radon test kits but they are available at local hardware stores. Radon Hot Line 1-800-745-7236 has info on how to order test kits. 
6. The EPA has developed protocols for fixing existing houses with high radon levels and for building out radon in new homes (Radon Resistant New Construction - RRNC).  This literature is free.
7. The Radon Control Methods in Appendix F of the 2003 International Residential Code are available to any building department in high radon areas to incorporate in their local building codes. To date, I am not aware of any building departments that have adopted it in the Sierra Nevada region.
8.  The El Dorado County Environmental Management Department left radon out of its Community Update “purple postcard” of public health issues in 2005, choosing instead to include “Storm water.” 

9. One piece of good news is that the California DHS Radon Program has completed the Tahoe Radon Survey in the Spring of 2007. 7,700 households were asked to join the study in Placer, Nevada, and El Dorado County portions of the Tahoe Basin. 1700 responded and the results were almost exactly the same as the data showed before the study, confirming that Tahoe is a high radon area.  We hope to use the results of the survey to get a radon ordinance added to our building code.

10. But sadly, the major players like builders, architects, real estate, environmental health agencies, building inspectors, and even home owners and buyers have pretty much ignored radon.  If they would get informed, this group could be a positive force in responding to radon in our community.
Conclusion: As always, it falls to individual home owners to take responsibility for their own family's health and safety. 

· If you live in the Sierra Nevada region, test your own home. In fact, if you are reading this, test your home. 43 houses in the Sacramento region had high readings, even though the area as a whole is not a high radon area. The only way to know is to test.


· If you are building a house, encourage your builder, architect or building inspector to get informed on radon.  You might convince a few forward thinking individuals to take radon seriously and to act accordingly. 
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