Specifying Environmentally Friendly Paint

By Eric Johnson

The materials used to construct and finish buildings have a substantial impact on the condition of our environment.  Simply being “smarter” about how we specify products can lead to significant benefits in total building cost, maintainability, durability and indoor environmental quality.  Conventional paints contain materials known commonly as volatile organic compounds (VOCs).  These components, being airborne after application, are detrimental to indoor environmental quality, which in turn puts human health at risk.  By simply selecting paint products that contain low VOC quantities, substantial air quality improvements can be made.  

A Department of Defense (DoD) pilot project at the Aberdeen Proving Grounds (APG) – http://www.apg.army.mil/AP2G/PDF/paintstudy.pdf – concluded that low-VOC paints, on average, cost $1.76 less per gallon than standard, high-VOC paints.  This difference constitutes large savings when bought in large quantities, as is common for the government.  From a study conducted by Clean Air Counts:  

APG saw immediate monthly savings amounting to $528 for the 300 or so gallons of paint they purchased. In addition, since the APG’s paints were low in VOCs, excess did not need to be classified as hazardous waste (as high-VOC paints must be). The APG facility, as a result, saved an additional $25,000 in disposal costs during the course of a single year.  

http://www.cleanaircounts.org/default.cfm?page=strategies&strategy=lowvocp_bd
Clearly, the decision to use low-VOC paints is not only smart for the environment, but wise for the budget as well.

Specifying low-VOC paints is quickly becoming much simpler.  At a meeting in late 2000, the Army, Navy, GSA, and others agreed in principle to convert guide specifications to reference industry specifications developed by the Master Painter Institute (MPI).  The MPI website listing the approved products is currently located at http://www.paintinfo.com/mpi/approved/index.htm and is constantly being updated with new information.  The MPI gives the products an Environmentally Preferred Product (EPP) rating.  This rating takes into account the amount of VOCs (g/L) and gives additional points based on anticipated repaint interval (e.g. flat paint on walls, regardless of quality, gets dirty easier so will need repainting sooner than paints with a higher gloss).  These EPP values are very new but may eventually be accepted as justification for SPiRiT credit 5.C4.2 (which currently requires that paints and coatings must meet or exceed the VOC and chemical component limits of Green Seal requirements – http://www.greenseal.org/standards/paints.htm).

It should be emphasized that lowering the amount of VOCs in paint results in changes in the overall composition of the paint, which may result in poorer ability to cover or less durability (both problems leading to the use of more paint, which may negate any loss in VOCs).  For this reason, the MPI’s rating system employs a ‘bonus’ system, where paints that go beyond the minimum VOC criteria, can be awarded higher marks.  For information about this system, refer to the document posted at their website, listed here:  http://www.paintinfo.com/green/MPI_Notation_System.PDF 

