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SMALL VICTORY ACHIEVED IN QUEST TO CLEAN UP AIR AT

 POOLESVILLE HIGH SCHOOL (PHS)

MCPS Agrees to Chemically Clean Coils of HVAC Units and Install Better Air Filters

Cleaning up the air at Poolesville High School has been a work in progress for the Healthy Air Alliance for almost two years.  The organization formed in late 2005 to advocate on behalf of the many students and staff who were getting sick at the school. Amid frustrations of what seemed like slow progress, students joined the fight for clean air in March 2007, and formed Students for Healthy Air. While both organizations are grateful for the Board of Education’s June 12th approval to replace the HVAC system at PHS over a three-year period, they continue to promote cost effective methods that will clean the air and monitor the air quality to make an immediate difference for the students and staff when they return to school on August 27th. 

We are pleased to announce that at a meeting with Board of Education Vice-President, Shirley Brandman, and newly appointed Acting Director of Facilities Management, Joe Lavorgna on July 11th, Mr. Lavorgna agreed that "All of the (HVAC) units that are not being replaced will have their coils cleaned."  [In the current phase of HVAC system replacement, this Summer MCPS is in the process of replacing all unit ventilators (specific type of HVAC equipment) in the school.  The original timeline was to have all unit ventilators replaced before August 27th.  A recent update from Joe Lavorgna: “Some of the individual room unit ventilators may not be finished by the time school opens, but they will be done by the end of October.”]  We also will continue to insist that this biocide coil cleaning process is repeated throughout the building every 6 months, as is standard practice in Lee County, FL (shown in this video: http://www.mydeo.com/videorequest.asp?XID=213698&CID=113060 ).
If the proper biocide coil cleaning process is repeated every 6 months it will prevent the coils from contributing to poor indoor air quality issues because keeping them clean will cut off one source of probable mold growth. Since MCPS has rejected the idea of using UV lights to eliminate mold spore growth on coils, proper coil maintenance must be performed or air quality conditions will deteriorate over time.  The procedure of biocide coil cleanings every 6 months should be adopted by MCPS and should apply to all MCPS buildings.  Every student and staff deserves to learn and breathe in a healthy environment.  

Another small victory was achieved this summer in response to our request for better air filters to begin to remove the airborne toxins in our school.  After numerous meetings with MCPS and their consultants, MCPS’s Indoor Air Quality consultant Building Dynamics, LLC, has recommended, and MCPS has agreed, to put MERV 8 rated filters in PHS. Air filtration is a means to remove mold, bacteria and dust from the air (so it doesn’t get recirculated and have the opportunity to make more people sick) and is an accepted industry practice.  We could not reach agreement on providing a similar standard across the board in all MCPS schools –something we will continue to pursue. 

Inspired by a teacher’s perseverance and dedication to take allergy medication in order to be able to teach in the building, Green Organic Air has made an offer to MCPS, to donate a MERV 11 air filter and UV coil lights, to both expedite the improvement of the air quality in one of the classrooms with the worst problems and demonstrate the effectiveness of the technology. As of this release, we do not know how MCPS’ plans to respond to this offer. 

Air quality is a concern not only in the main PHS building, but also in the portable classrooms.  Senator Rob Garagiola was recently instrumental in passing new air quality regulations for portable classrooms (attached).  Unfortunately for PHS, these recently passed regulations only apply to newly manufactured portable classroom units.  Both HAA and SFHA have requested that MCPS provide PHS with newly manufactured portable classrooms that meet the new standards... at least for the four new units that PHS has been scheduled to receive this summer.  Joe Lavorgna recently responded to our request by saying, “The four units delivered were not new, but they are in very good condition”. 

Additional Background Information: 

PHS has a long history of Indoor Air Quality complaints that have affected the lives of students, teachers and staff.  The Healthy Air Alliance has been working to improve indoor air quality issues at Poolesville High School (PHS) since December of 2005, and was joined in advocacy by the PHS Students for Healthy Air organization in March 2007. We have documented over 60 known students, teachers and staff who have been impacted by the moldy air in PHS. Many of these victims have to take medications just to mitigate their symptoms that occur only inside PHS.

After numerous meeting with MCPS and their consultants, the consultants agreed to our request for better air filters in order begin to remove the airborne toxins. MCPS’s Indoor Air Quality consultant Building Dynamics, LLC has recommended and MCPS has agreed to put MERV 8 rated filters in PHS. Air filtration as a means to remove mold, bacteria and dust from the air so it doesn’t get recirculated and have the opportunity to more people sick is an accepted industry practice.  

In the process of pursuing a solution to achieving acceptable indoor air quality at Poolesville High School, we believe that one of the main problems in MCPS is that no one with authority has:

1. Implemented a comprehensive filter standard using a MERV rating

2. Determined a minimum filter change out schedule

3. Implemented a cooling coil disinfection procedure and schedule

4. Specified safe cooling coil disinfection chemicals

As a result, it is up to local school maintenance personnel (who have no air filtration or cooling coil disinfection training) to decide when to change filters and what MERV rating to order.  As the best filtration case (John Poole Middle School built in 1997) all the HVAC units have MERV 8 filters and are changed every 3 months – an accepted industry and manufacturer practice.  At the other end is Poolesville High School and Maryvale Elementary School.  At PHS there are just MERV 2 or 4 filters and at Maryvale ES the maintenance staff have had trouble even getting a correct sized filter as they are told that it “isn’t in stock”, and have even forced to run equipment without any filter at all. 

No MCPS school building has a cooling coil disinfection program. Many years ago local building service personnel performed routine coil disinfection and cleaning using a chemical coil cleaner called “Blast”.  At one point the “Blast” chemical was removed from the approved list of products and since that time chemical coil cleaning as a function was placed with central office personnel.  Unfortunately, the MCPS central office has experienced chronic HVAC maintenance lapse issues due to a serious understaffing of trained HVAC personnel.  As a result, few schools (if any) have experienced the recommended interval of coil cleaning and disinfection adding to the degradation of the air quality environment. We believe that while MCPS does care about the indoor air quality, there simply are not enough central resources allocated in MPCS to perform the required maintenance of our school buildings.  It comes to priorities in funding, and we believe that student and employee health should be a high priority.  

On Monday July 9th, Students for Healthy Air and Healthy Air Alliance met with Councilman Mike Knapp to express our concern over the current state of our schools, and stress the importance of committing fiscal resources to keeping up with the recommended maintenance in our schools.  On Wednesday, July 11th, we took our case to Board of Education Vice-President Shirley Brandman, at a meeting where newly appointed acting Director Facilities Management, Joe Lavorgna, was present. One of the great accomplishments of this meeting was the agreement by MCPS to send someone out to Poolesville High School to disinfect the coils.  Our air quality consultant Green Organic Air indicated that he thought safe coil cleaning chemicals might now be available to allow local building service personnel to once again begin performing coil cleaning and offered to.  

We discovered in the pursuit of a solution, that centralized maintenance data is minimal to non-existent.  We asked MCPS to survey all schools and determine: 

a. What MERV rated filters are currently installed in every HVAC unit

b. What is the filter change out schedule

c. What chemical are used to disinfect the cooling coils 

d. How often are cooling coils disinfected

