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O P I N I O N

My View

Is radon lurking in your basement?

By Gerard J. Braithwaite

     Radon gas is a radioactive byproduct of decaying uranium.  It’s in the ground and seeps into basements and other levels of houses and other buildings.  It is scattered throughout the Cape and is estimated to be in one-quarter of the houses in Massachusetts.  

     Without testing you will not know if you have radon gas, since it is odorless.  Like cigarette smoking, radon gas can cause lung cancer for some people.  An estimated 20,000 deaths across the country are blamed on radon gas each year.

     Early in 2001 we saw an article in the Cape Cod Times referring to radon test kits being available from Elder Services/Senior Environmental Corps.  This year the kits cost $15, and can be obtained by calling 1-800-244-4630, ext. 320.  The kits are available to everyone.

     From earlier articles we already knew we are in a particularly bad area of Falmouth, so after going through the procedure we were not especially surprised when the results of the test came back showing a level of 33.1 picocuries per liter (pCi/L).  The federal EPA says 4.0 is the maximum safe level.

     We retested, including the first-floor level.  The results came back still far too high and in our first-floor bedroom the 7.0 reading was also not good.  The average person spends a third of his life in the bedroom.

     We did some research and settled on a recommended company and for our type of house received an estimate of $925 for an air vacuum system to control the gas level.  The work was done soon after, and it was interesting to watch as a 4-inch hole was cut into our basement floor.  A commercial vacuum sucked out the dirt perhaps a foot deep and a foot all around the edge of the hole.

     An unobtrusive 4-inch pipe was placed in the hole, run up the back wall of the basement and then cut through to the outside.  This is where the fan is installed in the pipeline to draw the gas, and then the pipe, on the back side of the house, was run up the wall and for a couple of feet past the gutter. 

     The fan is very quite and not heard inside the house.  It is guaranteed for five years, runs 24 hours per day year-round and at an estimated cost of $80 per year.  

     Before testing, the area needs to be completely closed up; since the basement was open while the system was being installed, we waited a little over a week before retesting.  We were very pleased when the new reading came back as 1.7 pCi/L.

     While the system is guaranteed to maintain a level below 4 pCi/L for the life of the home as long as the fan is functioning properly, it is still a good policy to do a yearly test or at least within one-to three-year periods.  We did a follow-up early in 2002, which came back exactly at the 4 pCi/L.  We consulted the installer, who provided a second test kit for confirming.  This one came back at 3.9.

     Considering we started at 33.1, we didn’t think 3.9 was bad, but the installer pointed out that since I spend a fair amount of time in the basement and there was a guarantee, we should let him come and install another leg to the system.  We agreed, the work was done at no charge, and the test result came back very nicely reduced to 0.4.  

     What prompted my writing is that we have just received a reading of 0.6 for our early 2002 test.  Obviously, we are pleased and strongly recommend that those who have never tested their home contact Elder services for a test kit.

     Gerard J. Braithwaite lives in Falmouth.

