
Low to No VOC Paints 
 

Not so long ago, it was common for fumes to force inhabitants from their homes while 
repainting. Most standard paints off-gas high levels of VOCs - volatile organic compounds.  And 
even when the strongest smell goes away a few days after your walls have been painted, those VOCs 
continue to contaminate the air in your home for as long as a year after you've finished painting by 
attaching themselves to the soft surfaces in your home. According to the EPA, VOCs include a 
variety of chemicals, some of which may have short- and long-term adverse health effects. Eye and 
respiratory tract irritation, headaches, nausea, dizziness, visual disorders, and memory impairment are 
among the immediate symptoms that some people have experienced soon after exposure to some 
VOCÕs.  Today, alternative manufacturing techniques have allowed the development of low- and no-
VOC paints that release minimal to no pollutants, and are virtually odor free. If you're not sure what 
brand of paint is best, look for the Green Seal Label. If you want more information, the green paint 
section at Green Home Guide is great-and they have a useful paint directory at: 
http://www.greenhomeguide.com/index.php/product/C157.   
Here are some guidelines: 

!  Natural Paints and Finishes - These are paints made from natural raw ingredients such as 
water, plant oils and resins, plant dyes and essential oils; natural minerals such as clay, chalk 
and talcum; milk casein, natural latex, bees' wax, earth and mineral dyes. Water-based natural 
paints give off almost no smell. The oil-based natural paints usually have a pleasant fragrance 
of citrus or essential oils. Allergies and sensitivities to these paints are uncommon. These 
paints are the safest for your health and for the environment. 

!  Zero/Low VOC - Any paint with VOC's in the range of 5 grams/liter or less can be called 
"Zero VOC", according to the EPA Reference Test Method 24. Some manufacturers may 
claim "Zero-VOC's", but these paints may still use colorants, biocides and fungicides with 
some VOC's. Low VOC is achieved byadding a color tint to a No VOC paint that usually 
brings the VOC level up to 10 grams/liter, which is still quite low. 

Here are some benefits to using no/low VOC paint: 
¥ Health:  Reduced toxins benefit everyone, including those with allergies and chemical 

sensitivities especially children and those adults with compromised respiratory system. 
¥ Environment: Reduces landfill, groundwater and ozone depleting contaminants 
¥ Effective:  Low VOC products perform well in terms of coverage, scrub-ability & hide-ability 
¥ Little or No Hazardous Fumes:  Low odor during applications, no odor once cured.  No off-

gassing.  Painted areas can be occupied sooner, with no odor complaints 
¥ Deemed Not Hazardous:  Cleanup and disposal greatly simplified 

 
TodayÕs Tip: Always use quality paint. Remember that a more durable paint is less expensive in the 

long run. 10-year paint may cost a little more than 5-year, but there is only a one-time labor cost, 
which is the most expensive part of most paint jobs. Proper preparation is also critical for a durable 

paint application. All surfaces must be clean and dust free, with any visible cracking, peeling, or 
blistering removed. If there is existing paint, determine what it is and appropriately prepare for the 

next coat. Be sure to choose primers and top coats that are compatible. 
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