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Abstract

Background: Sealants and other building materials sold in the U.S. from 1958 - 1971 were commonly
manufactured with polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) at percent quantities by weight. Volatilization of PCBs from
construction materials has been reported to produce PCB levels in indoor air that exceed health protective
guideline values. The discovery of PCBs in indoor air of schools can produce numerous complications including
disruption of normal operations and potential risks to health. Understanding the dynamics of building-related PCBs
in indoor air is needed to identify effective strategies for managing potential exposures and risks. This paper
reports on the efficacy of selected engineering controls implemented to mitigate concentrations of PCBs in indoor
air.

Methods: Three interventions (ventilation, contact encapsulation, and physical barriers) were evaluated in an
elementary school with PCB-containing caulk and elevated PCB concentrations in indoor air. Fluorescent light
ballasts did not contain PCBs. Following implementation of the final intervention, measurements obtained over 14
months were used to assess the efficacy of the mitigation methods over time as well as temporal variability of
PCBs in indoor air.

Results: Controlling for air exchange rates and temperature, the interventions produced statistically significant (p <
0.05) reductions in concentrations of PCBs in indoor air of the school. The mitigation measures remained effective
over the course of the entire follow-up period. After all interventions were implemented, PCB levels in indoor air
were associated with indoor temperature. In a “broken-stick” regression model with a node at 20°C, temperature
explained 79% of the variability of indoor PCB concentrations over time (p < 0.001).

Conclusions: Increasing outdoor air ventilation, encapsulating caulk, and constructing a physical barrier over the
encapsulated material were shown to be effective at reducing exposure concentrations of PCBs in indoor air of a
school and also preventing direct contact with PCB caulk. In-place management methods such as these avoid the
disruption and higher costs of demolition, disposal and reconstruction required when PCB-containing building
materials are removed from a school. Because of the influence of temperature on indoor air PCB levels, risk
assessment results based on short-term measurements, e.g., a single day or season, may be erroneous and could
lead to sub-optimal allocation of resources.
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Introduction
PCBs are a class of compounds that had numerous
commercial uses in the U.S. from 1929 until their prohi-
bition in 1979 [1,2]. Although their most common appli-
cation was as an insulating fluid in transformers,

capacitors, and other electric equipment, PCBs were
also used as a plasticizer in open systems that included
numerous building materials. Over 70 million kilograms
(kg) of PCBs were sold from 1958-1971 for use in adhe-
sives, caulk, ceiling tiles, paint, and sealants [3-6]. PCBs
in caulk and other sealants often exceed 1% by weight
[7] and migrate from their source products creating the
potential for exposure [8].
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Approximately 55,000 (46%) public and private
schools in the U.S. were constructed during the period
when PCBs were sold for open system use [9,10]. Volati-
lization of PCBs from construction materials has been
reported to produce PCB levels in indoor air up to 20
micrograms per cubic meter (μg/m3), four orders of
magnitude greater than levels typical of ambient air
[11-15]. Indoor air PCB concentrations in some schools
have been reported to exceed health protective bench-
marks suggested by the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) [16]. The discovery of PCBs in indoor air
of schools can produce numerous complications includ-
ing mobilization of financial and human resources
needed to comply with applicable regulations, disruption
of normal operations, and potential risks to health. Iden-
tifying effective strategies for managing inhalation expo-
sures associated with PCB-containing building materials
is therefore an important public health priority.
The objective of this paper is to report on a longitudi-

nal assessment of PCBs in indoor air of a school build-
ing, focusing on (1) the efficacy of selected engineering
controls implemented to mitigate concentrations of
PCBs in indoor air and (2) the temporal dynamics of
PCBs in indoor air. The empirical findings from this
assessment have implications for management of PCB-
containing materials in schools and other buildings.

Methodology
Setting
This intervention was conducted in an elementary
school occupied by approximately 455 students in kin-
dergarten through 5th grade and staff. The 6,000 square
meter (m2) single-story school building contains 24
classrooms and common areas constructed circa 1961
and two masonry and three modular classrooms built
after 1978. The envelope of the original structure con-
sists of alternating sections of brick over concrete block
and curtain wall. The curtain wall is composed of alumi-
num framing, single pane glass windows, and mineral
fiber (transite) panels. Classrooms, the library, gymna-
sium, and kitchen are located along the perimeter of the
building. Hallways, specialty rooms (e.g., music and art),
staff offices and restrooms comprise the remaining
interior space.
Unit ventilators with internal fans and steam radiators

are used to ventilate and heat the classrooms. The
building is not air conditioned. Each classroom has a
thermostat that establishes the temperature set point for
the ventilation and heating systems. During the heating
season, the steam boiler is powered and thermostat set
points are set to 20 degrees Celsius (°C). At other times,
thermostats are set to 17°C. When set points are met,
the outdoor air dampers in the unit ventilators supply
an approximate 50:50 mix of recirculated air and

outdoor air to classrooms. When room temperatures
exceed thermostat set points, outdoor air dampers open
fully and supply air is up to 90% outdoor air. Central
exhaust systems operate continuously on days when
school is in session and remove an average of 5.1 cubic
meters of air per minute (m3/min) from each classroom.
Transite panels in the curtain wall are set in PCB-con-

taining caulk that fills the channels of aluminum fram-
ing. Bulk samples of the caulk were analyzed by EPA
Method 8082 and found to contain 1,830 - 29,400 parts
per million (ppm) of total PCBs, primarily as Aroclor
1260. The number of transite panels in each classroom
ranged from 3 to 9, depending upon the size and config-
uration of the room. With each transite panel having an
area of 0.8 m2, there was 10 to 30 linear meters of caulk
on the interior face of the exterior wall in each room.
Beads of caulk were approximately 5 millimeters (mm)
wide, totaling 0.05 to 0.16 m2 of PCB caulk on the inter-
ior of each room. Fluorescent light ballasts in the build-
ing did not contain PCBs. PCBs were found in ceiling
tiles, plastic cove base, and floor tile mastic as well, but
at concentrations less than 150 ppm and generally two
orders of magnitude lower than the levels present in
caulk.

Design
Three interventions intended to mitigate concentrations
of PCBs in indoor air were evaluated in series: ventilation;
contact encapsulation; and physical barriers. Indoor air
samples from multiple treatment and control classrooms
were collected before and after each intervention and
analyzed for PCBs. Prior to the first intervention, air sam-
pling was conducted on August 25 - 27, 2010 during
which air exchange rates in individual classrooms ranged
from 0.4 to 5.9 per hour (h-1) and the sampling period-
average ambient temperature ranged between 18 - 25°C.
Ventilation
Following the pre-intervention sampling, ventilation
rates in classrooms were increased by replacing filters,
repairing fans in the unit ventilators (Figure 1, Panel A),
and adding supplemental ventilation with high efficiency
particulate air (HEPA)-filtered outdoor air in one room.
Post-intervention sampling for ventilation was con-
ducted on September 6, 2010. During the sampling, air
exchange rates (AER) in classrooms ranged from 2.7 to
12 h-1 and ambient temperature was 24°C.
Contact encapsulation
After adjusting ventilation rates to within design levels
in classrooms throughout the school, we evaluated
whether encapsulating PCB caulk would influence PCB
levels in indoor air. For this objective, interior-facing
beads of caulk were sealed with adhesive-backed poly-
ethylene tape which in turn was covered with a bead of
silicone caulk (Figure 1, Panel B). Encapsulation was
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completed and evaluated in two stages. First, PCB caulk
directly accessible to classrooms (approximately 75% of
interior caulk in each classroom) was encapsulated (left
side of Panel C, Figure 1). Afterwards, indoor air sam-
ples were collected on September 19, 2011 when the
ambient temperature was 21°C. Next, PCB caulk located
behind unit ventilators and convective heaters was
encapsulated (right side of Panel C, Figure 1) and indoor
air samples were collected on September 29, 2011 at an
ambient temperature of 25°C.
Physical barrier
For the third intervention, a false wall was constructed
over the encapsulated caulk (Figure 1, Panel D). In
addition to the potential to reduce indoor air PCB
concentrations further, the intent of the false wall was
also to limit direct contact with and disturbance of
encapsulated PCB caulk. To construct a false wall, alu-
minum-backed fiberglass insulation board was inserted
over the interior face of a transite panel and sealed
with silicone caulk. Gypsum board was affixed over the
insulation board and the surrounding aluminum frame.
The gypsum board was sealed with silicone caulk and
then coated with latex paint. False walls were con-
structed in classrooms during November 2010. Post-
intervention sampling was conducted after construc-
tion of the false walls was completed. Indoor air sam-
ples were collected on November 4, 11, 20, and 24,
2010, and December 2, 2010. Corresponding ambient
temperatures were 9.3, 8.7, 9.7, 6.7, and 1.7°C,
respectively.

Longitudinal assessment
To evaluate whether the mitigation measures were effec-
tive over time, we conducted longitudinal follow-up
sampling in the building. Nine indoor sampling events
were carried out from February 23, 2011 through
December 29, 2011; ambient temperatures ranged from
-2.1 to 28°C. Three to ten classrooms were sampled dur-
ing each event.

Data collection
Ninety-six (96) samples of school-day average PCBs in
indoor air of the elementary school were collected dur-
ing 18 sampling events from August 25, 2010 - Decem-
ber 29, 2012. The samples were collected in accordance
with EPA Method TO-10A. School-day in this context
corresponds to 6.5 hour sampling durations that typi-
cally began between 9:00 a.m. and 10:00 a.m. An out-
door air sample was collected on each day of indoor air
sampling. Sampling pumps and cartridges were sus-
pended from aluminum tripods 1 meter above floor
level. Pump flows were set for 4 liters per minute and
verified by a calibrated flow meter [Bios Drycal] at the
start and end of the sampling period. The beginning
and ending flow rates were averaged to calculate the
total volume of air sampled. Samples were assayed by
gas chromatography-mass spectrometry for PCB homo-
logs following EPA Method 8270 C-SIM [Alpha Analyti-
cal, Mansfield, MA]. Results were reported in
nanograms per cubic meter (ng/m3) for each homolog
and for total PCBs as the sum of the individual

Figure 1 Photographs of interventions: A) unit ventilator with cover and fan motor removed; B) detail of PCB caulk in original and
encapsulated form; C) curtain wall with PCB caulk directly accessible to room (left side) and located behind a convective heater that
was removed (right side); (D) finished false wall constructed over encapsulated PCB caulk, transite panels, and aluminum framing.
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homologs. Homologs reported by the laboratory as non-
detect were treated as zero when computing total PCB
concentrations in air.
Windows and doors were closed and unit ventilators

were operated at a fixed fan speed during all sampling
events. Outdoor air delivery rates through the unit ven-
tilator in each room was measured with a calibrated bal-
ometer and used to estimate AER. The accuracy of the
AER estimates was confirmed by tracer gas following
the American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM)
Standard E741-00, Standard Test Method for Determin-
ing Air Change Rate in a Single Zone by Means of a
Tracer Gas Dilution Method conducted in a subset of
the classrooms. The average ambient temperature dur-
ing each sampling event was obtained from an Auto-
mated Surface Observing Station (ASOS) weather
station located 4 km west of the school.

Data analysis
Indoor air samples from multiple classrooms were col-
lected before and after each intervention and analyzed
for total PCBs. All total PCB concentrations were
greater than the limit of detection. To ensure compar-
ability of data among monitoring periods, the analysis
was based on rooms in the original building with oper-
ating unit ventilators and transite panels set in alumi-
num framing with PCB caulk.
Ventilation rate and temperature have been reported

elsewhere to have an influence on PCB levels in outdoor
and indoor air [17-19]. To account for this effect when
evaluating efficacy of interventions, measured concentra-
tions were normalized from the measured AER to an
AER of 11.3 m3/min and for vapor pressure from indoor
temperature to a temperature of 20°C. On sampling days
that ambient temperature exceeded 20°C (the thermostat
set point) indoor temperature was assumed to be equal
to ambient temperature. On other days, indoor tempera-
ture was assumed to be 20°C. PCB vapor pressure was
estimated with the Clausius-Clapeyron equation from
temperature-specific vapor pressures compiled by Li [20]
and a homolog mixture for Aroclor 1260 reported by
ATSDR [21]. The heat of evaporation estimated for Aro-
clor 1260 was 82 kilojoule per mole (kJ/mol).
Pre- and post-intervention measurements were not

always made in the same room. Therefore, two analyses
were used to evaluate pre-intervention and post-inter-
vention concentrations of PCBs in indoor air. In one
analysis, data from all rooms sampled pre- and post-
intervention were used to test the null hypothesis that
median concentrations of PCBs in indoor air were equal
before and after an intervention (Wilcoxon Rank Sum
test). In the second analysis, paired pre- and post-inter-
vention measurements were analyzed using the sign test
which allowed for control of room-specific factors that

might influence PCB concentrations (n = 3-8 pairs
depending on the intervention).
The analysis of variability over time was performed by

first compiling summary statistics for airborne PCB
levels, AER, surface area of PCB caulk in a classroom,
and ambient temperature. A linear mixed effects model
controlling for repeated measures from individual class-
rooms was used to test for significant variability of
indoor air PCB concentration with ambient temperature,
AER, and surface area of caulk per classroom. The rela-
tionship between ambient temperature and PCB levels
in indoor air was evaluated through additional analysis
with regression models.

Quality assurance
To ensure traceability and accuracy of the data, a series
of quality assurance steps was performed. A chain of
custody (COC) form followed each air sample from the
field, to the laboratory, and finally to the database man-
ager. Sample collection and analysis procedures were
performed in accordance with quality assurance mea-
sures prescribed by EPA Method TO-10A. The DL ran-
ged from 5-10 ng per homolog (nominally 10 ng/m3 in
equivalent air concentration) over the course of investi-
gation. Recovery efficiency was measured using fortified
samples. Two surrogates, Cl3-BZ#19-C13 and Cl8-
BZ#202-C13, were added to each sample and their aver-
age recoveries were 93% (SD = 22%) and 86% (SD =
18%), respectively (N = 142). PCBs were not detected in
any field blank samples (N = 18). The precision of sam-
ples was expressed as the root mean square error
(RMSE) between paired primary samples and duplicates.
Paired samples showed good agreement with a slope of
0.97, RMSE of 36.5 ng/m3, and coefficient of variation
of 14.6%. An outdoor air sample was collected during
each sampling event and total PCB concentrations ran-
ged from 3.8 to 10.4 ng/m3. To ensure the encapsulant
was effectively blocking the release of PCBs into class-
rooms, wipe samples were collected on the encapsulated
surfaces periodically during the longitudinal study. A
total of 70 of these wipe samples were analyzed by the
EPA Method 8082 and all of the samples were below 1
microgram per 100 square centimeters (μg/100 cm2),
which was the detection limit.

Results
Efficacy of interventions
The efficacy of ventilation and encapsulation was evalu-
ated over the first 8 of the 18 total sampling events con-
ducted at the school. Measured concentrations for the
individual samples collected across the eight sampling
events from August 25 - December 2, 2010 are plotted
in Figure 2. At baseline, the average PCB level in indoor
air was 533 ng/m3 with a coefficient of variation (CV) of
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28%. Concentrations were lower on September 6, 2010
following improvements to ventilation throughout the
school (mean 274 ng/m3, CV 46%) and again on Sep-
tember 19, 2010 after encapsulation of PCB caulk that
was directly accessible in classrooms (mean 153 ng/m3,
CV 34%). Average airborne PCB levels were 265 ng/m3

(CV 34%) in the samples collected on September 29,
2010 after encapsulating caulk located behind heaters,
unit ventilators, and built-in cabinets. The average air-
borne PCB level was 95 ng/m3 (CV 40%) following con-
struction of the false walls.

Median normalized concentrations and a comparison
of pre- and post-intervention results according to the
Wilcoxon Rank Sum test are shown in Table 1.
Improvement in ventilation rates was associated with a
statistically significant reduction (66%, 432 to 149 ng/
m3, p < 0.01) in the normalized median concentration
of PCBs in indoor air. Encapsulation of directly accessi-
ble interior caulk yielded a marginally significant (p =
0.08) reduction in the normalized median indoor air
PCB concentration (22%, 282 to 220 ng/m3). Encapsula-
tion of interior caulk behind convective heaters, unit
ventilators, and built-in furniture reduced normalized
indoor air concentrations by an additional 40% (220 to
133 ng/m3, p = 0.02). The normalized median concen-
tration of airborne PCBs in classrooms was 76 ng/m3

following construction of false walls and was signifi-
cantly different from full encapsulation of caulk.
Similar results were obtained when the analysis was

restricted to matched pairs of rooms from the pre- and
post-intervention datasets (sign test). Room-specific pre-
and post- intervention concentrations of PCBs in indoor
air are shown in Figure 3. Increased ventilation (pre-
and post-means of 423 ng/m3 and 173 ng/m3) and par-
tial encapsulation (pre- and post- means of 265 ng/m3

and 210 ng/m3) were associated with statistically signifi-
cant (p ≤ 0.01) reductions in airborne levels of PCBs.
The reductions associated with full encapsulation (pre-
and post-means of 251 ng/m3 and 169 ng/m3, p = 0.25)
and false wall construction (pre- and post-means of 135
ng/m3 and 77 ng/m3, p = 0.06) were not statistically

Figure 2 Measured concentrations of total PCBs in indoor air
of classrooms at baseline and following implementation of
engineering controls.

Table 1 Median concentration of polychlorinated biphenyls in indoor air before and after implementation of three
mitigation measures, normalizing for temperature and ventilation rates.

Period Number of Rooms Median (ng/m3)1 H0: medians are equal (p-value)6

Ventilation2

August 25-27, 2010 9 432 < 0.01

September 6, 2010 10 149

Encapsulation: Directly Accessible Caulk3

September 6, 2010 10 282 0.08

September 19, 2010 7 220

Encapsulation: Behind Built-in Equipment and Furniture4

September 19, 2010 7 220 0.02

September 29, 2010 5 133

False Wall5

September 29, 2010 5 133 < 0.01

Nov. 4 - Dec. 2, 2010 19 76
1 Median of temperature-normalized and ventilation-normalized concentrations
2 Ventilation rates were improved by replacing filters and repairing fans in the unit ventilators. Median of temperature-normalized, but not ventilation-normalized
concentrations.
3 PCB-containing caulk along the interior face of transite panels open to classrooms was covered with adhesive-backed polyethylene tape and sealed with
silicone caulk.
4 PCB-containing caulk located behind unit ventilators and convective heaters was covered with adhesive-backed polyethylene tape and sealed with silicone
caulk.
5 False walls constructed over encapsulated PCB caulk and adjoining transite panels and framing.
6 Wilcoxon rank sum test of the hypothesis that the median pre-intervention and post- intervention concentrations are equal.
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significant; however, only small numbers of paired
rooms (3 and 5, respectively) were available for these
interventions, which limited the statistical power of the
hypothesis tests.

Longitudinal assessment
Summary statistics for measured PCB concentrations in
indoor air of classrooms, AER, and ambient temperature
over a 14-month period following adjustment of ventila-
tion, encapsulation of PCB caulk, and construction of
false walls are shown by date of sampling in Table 2.
Average PCB concentrations were approximately 100
ng/m3 from November 2010 through April 2011, 167 to
276 ng/m3 from May 21 - July 13, 2011, and approxi-
mately 100 ng/m3 through the remaining sampling
events in 2011. The highest average PCB concentrations
in indoor air were observed when outdoor temperatures
were above 20°C. Air exchange rates averaged 3.3 h-1

when ambient temperature was greater than 20°C and
2.9 h-1 at lower temperatures.
In a linear mixed effects model controlling for

repeated measures from classrooms, natural log PCB
concentration was significantly associated with ambient
temperature (p < 0.001) and not significantly associated
with AER (p = 0.16) or the ratio of caulk surface area to
room volume (p = 0.29). Concentrations within a room
were not correlated over time (intra-class correlation
coefficient of -0.15). Therefore, subsequent analyses
focused on variability of sampling event average concen-
trations rather than results from individual classrooms.
After the interventions were completed, the average

PCB level in indoor air by sampling event ranged from
79 to 276 ng/m3 and varied significantly (p < 0.05) over
time (linear mixed effects model). Ventilation-normal-
ized PCB concentrations in indoor air of classrooms in
the school were directly related to ambient temperature

Figure 3 Measured concentrations of total PCBs in indoor air of paired rooms before and after increased ventilation; encapsulation of
PCB caulk exposed to classrooms; encapsulation of PCB caulk behind unit ventilators, convective heaters, and built-in shelves; and
construction of false walls.
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as shown in Figure 3. Examination of the plot suggests
that indoor air PCB concentrations reflect two distinct
conditions. Natural log PCB levels in indoor air varied
approximately linearly with ambient temperature above
20°C (open symbols in Figure 4), but have little associa-
tion with ambient temperatures below 20°C (filled sym-
bols in Figure 4). A “broken-stick” regression model
with a node at 20°C explained 79% of the variability of

the indoor PCB concentration (p < 0.001). The slope
was -6.2 × 103 natural log ng/m3 per 1/K (Kelvin) for
temperatures above 20°C and -6.3 × 102 natural log ng/
m3 per 1/K for temperatures below 20°C. The higher
temperature regime corresponds to periods when indoor
air temperatures are approximately equal to ambient
temperature (because the building is not air condi-
tioned), while the lower temperature range corresponds
to periods when indoor air temperatures are maintained
at approximately 20°C by the central heating system.

Discussion
In this 16-month long investigation, we assessed the effi-
cacy of engineering controls employed to reduce con-
centrations of airborne PCBs inside of a school. We
found that improving ventilation with outdoor air and
encapsulating PCB-containing caulk located on the
inside face of the building envelope yielded reductions
of PCBs levels in indoor air. Implementation of these
engineering controls throughout the school also led to a
reduction in the variability of indoor air PCB concentra-
tions in classrooms. After adjusting ventilation and
erecting physical barriers over the interior-facing PCB
caulk, indoor air PCB levels were found to be directly
related to temperature.
The mitigation methods employed in this school

building reduced indoor air PCB concentrations by
approximately 87% from initial concentrations of 299 -
1,800 ng/m3. This reduction was meaningful as concen-
trations were brought below health protective guidelines
for schools suggested by EPA [16]. Moreover, the result-
ing concentrations were below the annual average
guideline value of 230 ng/m3, that was derived through
a site-specific risk assessment for this school. The initial

Table 2 Ambient temperature and summary statistics for PCB concentrations (ng/m3) in indoor air of classrooms of an
elementary school over a 14-month period

Sample Date Temperature (Celsius) AER
(h-1)

N Mean Standard Deviation Coefficient
Of Variation

Min Max

11/4/2010 9.3 2.0 1 105 – – 105 105

11/11/2010 8.7 2.8 7 83 40.5 48.8 12 128

11/20/2010 9.7 2.4 8 103 40.6 39.7 25 142

11/24/2010 6.7 2.9 2 94 58.0 61.9 53 135

12/2/2010 1.7 4.3 1 109 – – 109 109

2/23/2011 1.8 3.1 5 101 27.2 26.9 76 146

4/20/2011 6.0 2.4 3 109 23.9 22.0 93 136

4/21/2011 11 2.0 3 84 46.6 55.5 44 135

5/21/2011 22 3.6 8 167 44.8 26.8 103 224

6/9/2011 27 3.1 3 276 117.5 42.6 152 386

7/13/2011 28 3.6 3 275 87.3 31.8 175 337

7/14/2011 22 2.9 3 99 69.7 70.3 43 177

10/7/2011 14 3.8 8 79 21.0 26.6 52 114

12/29/2011 -2.1 2.8 10 56 20.9 37.5 11 85

N = number of observations; Min = minimum concentration; Max = maximum concentration

Figure 4 Average PCB concentration plotted against the
inverse of ambient temperature (K).
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concentrations in the school were similar to airborne
indoor PCB concentrations reported for other buildings
constructed with PCB-containing caulk, e.g., 120 - 320
ng/m3 in a laboratory [11], 715 - 2253 ng/m3 in uniden-
tified types of buildings [22], < 100 - 3,000 ng/m3 for
public buildings in Switzerland [18], 11 - 393 ng/m3 in a
university building [8] and 78 - 1406 ng/m3 in New
York City schools [23]. Consequently, the mitigation
methods found to be effective here may also be effica-
cious elsewhere.
Minimal disruption of operations is an important

objective of maintenance, construction, and remediation
activities in buildings. The modification of ventilation
systems and encapsulation of source materials described
in this paper were conducted outside of school hours
and therefore did not interfere with regular school activ-
ities. Common remediation methods for PCBs in build-
ings materials involve removal or chemical treatment of
PCB caulk and surrounding materials such as brick,
concrete, and mortar [24]. Noise, dust, vibration, chemi-
cals, and mechanical removal of building components
associated with these abatement methods often require
buildings to be evacuated for weeks or months. Our
findings demonstrate that risks of PCBs can be managed
without significant disruption of building operations.
The benefits of mitigation of PCB-containing materials
rather than abatement have been noted previously [25].
Less disruption is expected to translate to lower costs of
remediation although to our knowledge a rigorous com-
parison has not yet been made for costs of mitigation
and abatement of PCBs in building materials.
After improving ventilation and encapsulating interior

PCB-containing caulk throughout the school, concentra-
tions of PCBs in indoor air did not vary significantly
across rooms in the building but were found to vary sig-
nificantly over time. Subsequent analyses demonstrated
that variation in ambient temperature explained 79% of
the temporal variability of school-wide average indoor
air concentrations of PCBs. An association between PCB
levels in indoor air and temperature has been reported
previously. In one room of a prefabricated concrete
office building sealed with PCB-containing caulk, indoor
air PCB levels were reported to be associated with ambi-
ent temperature [12]. Likewise, Kohler et al. [18] found
a ‘slight trend’ between indoor airborne PCB levels and
room temperature, although the analysis could not
account for other factors such as air exchange rate. Sea-
sonal differences in indoor air concentrations of PCBs
have been ascribed to temperature as well [7,8].
In our investigation, PCB concentrations (natural log

ng/m3) in indoor air decreased by 6.2 x103 for every 1/K
decrease in ambient temperature above 20°C. According
to the Clausius-Clapeyron equation and our estimated
heat of evaporation of 82 kJ/mol for Aroclor 1260,

natural log PCB vapor pressure would increase by -9.8 ×
103 per 1/K decrease in temperature. The difference
between the theoretical and observed slopes may result
from differences between ambient temperature and the
temperature of materials inside the building to which
PCBs are adsorbed. When ambient temperatures were
below 20°C and classroom temperatures were main-
tained by convective heating, PCB levels in indoor air
were effectively constant. This observation indicates that
airborne PCB concentrations in the building are only
indirectly related to ambient temperature and instead
directly a function of temperature in the indoor
environment.
Additional investigation of residual sources of PCBs,

including PCBs absorbed into other building materials
over time and the effect of temperature on flux or con-
centration, may be useful in understanding ongoing
PCB indoor air contamination following remediation. In
this school, the continued presence of indoor air PCB
levels above corresponding concentrations in outdoor
air indicate that residual sources of PCB emissions
remain within the building. Identification of ongoing
PCB releases in the school was outside the scope of the
present investigation. However, screening for potential
source materials conducted at the outset of the investi-
gation revealed PCBs at concentrations below 50 parts
per million in bulk samples of ceiling tiles and mastic
below floor tiles. These materials could be contributing
to the residual PCBs observed in indoor air of the
school.
The empirical findings from this longitudinal assess-

ment have significant implications for management of
PCB-containing building materials. First, relatively low
cost engineering controls were found to reduce indoor
air concentrations of PCBs substantially. Moreover,
these mitigation methods were shown to be effective for
at least 1-year. Management in-place methods such as
these avoid the disruption and higher costs of demoli-
tion, disposal, and reconstruction required when PCB-
containing building materials are removed from a
school. Second, we found that short-term measure-
ments, such as over a single day or season, may not be
representative of long-term average or typical conditions
in a building because ventilation and/or ambient tem-
perature during sampling can have a strong influence on
PCB levels in indoor air. The reliability of short-term
measures to represent long-term average exposure is
important in this situation because health risks of PCBs
are considered to be a function of chronic exposure
[26]. Air sampling conducted when ventilation systems
are not fully operational or when temperatures are ele-
vated may lead to overestimates of risk. Conversely, air
sampling conducted when ventilation rates are atypically
high or temperatures are atypically low could lead to an
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incorrect determination that no actions are indicated
based upon a measurement from a single point in time.
In either case, risk assessment results based on short-
term measurements may be erroneous and could lead to
sub-optimal allocation of resources. To assess long-term
average exposure more accurately, the ventilation system
should be operated during testing in a manner that it is
intended to operate in the future. Likewise, tempera-
tures at the time of sampling should be similar to
school-year average temperatures.

Conclusions
We evaluated the efficacy of selected engineering con-
trols intended to mitigate concentrations of PCBs in
indoor air of a school building. Concentrations of PCBs
in indoor air were reduced by increasing outdoor air
ventilation, encapsulating PCB-containing caulk located
on the inside face of the building envelope, and physical
barriers constructed over encapsulated caulk. The com-
bination of ventilation, encapsulation, and physical bar-
riers controlled indoor air levels of PCBs effectively over
the course of this 16-month investigation. Indoor air
PCB levels were strongly associated with the tempera-
ture of ambient and indoor air following implementa-
tion of the mitigation measures. The results of this
assessment have significant implications for the assess-
ment and management of PCBs in building materials.

Acknowledgements
Funding for collection and preliminary analysis of the data presented in this
paper was provided by the Town of Lexington, MA. Funding for preparation
of this manuscript was provided by Environmental Health & Engineering, Inc.

Authors’ contributions
DM conceived of the study, led the analysis, and drafted the manuscript. TM
participated in the design of the study, performed the statistical analysis,
and drafted portions of the manuscript. MF participated in the design of the
study and collected the data. JA collected a portion of the data and
contributed to drafting the manuscript. KM participated in the design of the
study. JS contributed to the design and statistical analysis. JM participated in
the design of the study. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 5 February 2012 Accepted: 10 April 2012
Published: 10 April 2012

References
1. Rall DP: Introductory Remarks - Session I: Health Effects and Human

Exposure. Conference Proceedings of the National Conference on
Polychlorinated Biphenyls: November 19-21 1975; Chicago, IL, USA U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency; 1975.

2. U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA): Toxic Substances Control Act
(TSCA) of 1976; 15 USC (C. 53) 2601-2692. Title I - Control of Toxic
Substances (40 CFR Parts 700-766). Part 761 - Polychlorinated biphenyls
(PCBs) manufacturing, processing, distribution in commerce, and use
prohibitions. 1976 [http://www.epa.gov/regulations/laws/tsca.html].

3. Broadhurst MG: Use and replaceability of polychlorinated biphenyls.
Environ Health Perspect 1972, 2:81-102.

4. National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH): Current
Intelligence Bulletin, Polychlorinated Biphenyls (PCBs) Washington, DC, USA;
1975.

5. U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA): PCBs in the United States,
Industrial Use and Environmental Distribution, Task 1, Final Report, EPA 560/6-
76-005 Washington, DC, USA; 1976.

6. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC): Epidemiological notes
and reports PCB contamination of ceiling tiles in public buildings - New
Jersey. Morb and Mort Weekly Report 1987, 36:89-91.

7. Balfanz E, Fuchs J, Kieper H: Sampling and analysis of polychlorinated
biphenyls (PCB) in indoor air due to permanently elastic sealants.
Chemosphere 1993, 26:871-880.

8. Coghlan KM, Chang MP, Jessup DS, Fragala MA, McCrillis KA, Lockhart TM:
Characterization of Polychlorinated Biphenyls in Building Materials and
Exposures in the Indoor Environment. In Indoor Air 2002, Proceedings: 9th
International Conference on Indoor Air Quality and Climate, Vol. 4, Monterey,
CA, USA. June 30-July 5 2002 Edited by: Levine H 2002, 4:147-152, Indoor Air.

9. National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education: Issue
Brief: How Old Are America’s Public Schools? Alexandria, VA, USA; 1999.

10. Moglia D, Smith A, MacIntosh DL, Somers JL: Prevalence and
implementation of IAQ programs in U.S. schools. Environ Health Perspect
2006, 114:141-146.

11. Williams D, Furmanczyk T: Polychlorinated biphenyl contamination of
laboratory air. Chemosphere 1980, 9:45-50.

12. Benthe C, Heinzow B, Jessen H, Mohr S, Rotard W: Polychlorinated
biphenyls: indoor air contamination due to Thiokol-rubber sealants in an
office building. Chemosphere 1992, 25:1481-1486.

13. Schwenk M, Gabrio T, Papkeb O, Wallenhorst T: Human biomonitoring of
polychlorinated biphenyls and polychlorinated dibenzodioxins and
dibenzofuranes in teachers working in a PCB contaminated school.
Chemosphere 2002, 47:229-233.

14. Liebl B, Schettgen T, Kerscher G, Broding HC, Otto A, Angerer J, Drexler H:
Evidence for increased internal exposure to lower chlorinated
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB) in pupils attending a contaminated
school. Int J Hyg Environ Health 2004, 207:315-324.

15. Li Y, Harner T, Liu L, Zhang Z, Ren N, Jia H, Ma J, Sverko E: Polychlorinated
biphenyls in global air and surface soil: distributions, air-soil exchange,
and fractionation effect. Environ Sci Technol 2010, 44:2784-2790.

16. Public Health Levels for PCBs in Indoor School Air. [http://www.epa.gov/
pcbsincaulk/maxconcentrations.html].

17. Hermanson M, Hites RA: Long-term measurements of atmospheric
polychlorinated biphenyls in the vicinity of Superfund dumps. Environ Sci
Technol 1989, 23:1253-1258.

18. Kohler M, Tremp J, Zennegg M, Seiler C, Minder-Kohler S, Beck M,
Lienemann P, Wegmann L, Schmid P: Joint sealants: an overlooked
diffuse source of polychlorinated biphenyls in buildings. Environ Sci
Technol 2005, 39:1967-1973.

19. Minegishi T, Allen JA, Fragala MA, Coghlan KM, McCarthy JF, Stewart JH,
MacIntosh DL: PCB emission rates and flux from legacy construction
materials. Proceedings, Indoor Air 2011, Austin, TX International Society for
Indoor Air Quality and Climate.

20. Li N, Wania F, Lei Y, Daly G: A Comprehensive and Critical Compilation,
Evaluation, and Selection of Physical-Chemical Property Data for
Selected Polychlorinated Biphenyls. J Phys Chem Ref Data 2003,
32:1545-1590.

21. Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry: Public Health Statement:
Polychlorinated Biphenyls (PCBs) Washington, DC, USA; 2000.

22. Heinzow B, Mohr S, Ostendorp G, Kerst M, Korner W: Dioxin-like PCB in
indoor air contaminated with different sources. Exter Inter Hum Expo
2004, 66:2470-2476.

23. Pilot Study Test Results 2010 - Updated as of 5/27/2011, New York City
Department of Education [http://source.nycsca.org/pdf/epa/
PilotStudyTestResults2010.pdf].

24. Environmental Health & Engineering, Inc: Literature Review of Mitigation
Methods for PCBs in Buildings, EPA/600/R-11/XXX Research Triangle Park: U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency; 2011.

25. Bent S, Bohm K, Boschemeyer L, Gahle R, Kortmann F, Michel W, Schmidt C,
Weber F: Management of indoor air pollution by polychlorinated
biphenyl compounds exemplified by two Hagen schools.
Gesundheitswesen 1994, 56:394-398.

MacIntosh et al. Environmental Health 2012, 11:24
http://www.ehjournal.net/content/11/1/24

Page 9 of 10

http://www.epa.gov/regulations/laws/tsca.html
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/4628855?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16393672?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16393672?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11993638?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11993638?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11993638?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15471095?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15471095?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15471095?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20384373?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20384373?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20384373?dopt=Abstract
http://www.epa.gov/pcbsincaulk/maxconcentrations.html
http://www.epa.gov/pcbsincaulk/maxconcentrations.html
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15871225?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15871225?dopt=Abstract
http://source.nycsca.org/pdf/epa/PilotStudyTestResults2010.pdf
http://source.nycsca.org/pdf/epa/PilotStudyTestResults2010.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7919703?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7919703?dopt=Abstract


26. Van den Berg M, Birnbaum L, Denison M, De Vito M, Farland W, Feeley M,
Fiedler H, Hakansson H, Hanberg A, Haws L, Rose M, Safe S, Schrenk D,
Tohyama C, Tritscher A, Tuomitsto J, Tysklind M, Walker N, Peterson R:
Review: The 2005 World Health Organization Reevaluation of Human
and Mammalian Toxic Equivalency Factors for Dioxins and Dioxin-Like
Compounds. Toxicol Sci 2006, 93:223-241.

doi:10.1186/1476-069X-11-24
Cite this article as: MacIntosh et al.: Mitigation of building-related
polychlorinated biphenyls in indoor air of a school. Environmental Health
2012 11:24.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 

• Convenient online submission

• Thorough peer review

• No space constraints or color figure charges

• Immediate publication on acceptance

• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar

• Research which is freely available for redistribution

Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

MacIntosh et al. Environmental Health 2012, 11:24
http://www.ehjournal.net/content/11/1/24

Page 10 of 10

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16829543?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16829543?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16829543?dopt=Abstract

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Introduction
	Methodology
	Setting
	Design
	Ventilation
	Contact encapsulation
	Physical barrier
	Longitudinal assessment

	Data collection
	Data analysis
	Quality assurance

	Results
	Efficacy of interventions
	Longitudinal assessment

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	Authors' contributions
	Competing interests
	References

