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One of the most 
rewarding aspects 
of renovating or 
building a home 
comes when the 

walls and !oors "nally become a 
blank canvas, ready for your new 
interior scheme to take shape. But 
there’s more to choosing "nishes like 
paint than preferred colour; there is 
an added layer of complexity which 
is now informing our decisions — 
our health. Synthetic, solvent-based 
paints give o# volatile organic com-
pounds (VOCs) which can, in high 
doses, be of detriment to our health 
as well as aggravating allergies and 
respiratory conditions like asthma.

“VOCs include a variety of 
chemicals and, not surprisingly, are 

present in far higher concentration 
indoors. One of the most common 
VOCs is chemical formaldehyde, 
which becomes a gas when exposed 
to room temperatures,” explains 
Andrew Richardson from Ferma-
cell (the company produce a clever 
plasterboard, Greenline Building 
Board, which absorbs and neutralises 
VOCs: 0870 609 0306).

“Against a background of the ris-
ing incidence of unexplained aller-
gies and chronic diseases, ‘passive 
paint inhalation’ of synthetic and 
petrochemical-based products such 
as household paints is increasingly 
looking like a major culprit,” adds 
interior designer, architectural his-
torian and founder of natural paint 
provider Pots of Paint, Edmund 
Bulmer. “It’s known that decora-
tors are more likely to contract lung 
cancer — and yet most of us are 
happy to live in houses with up to 
70% synthetic-painted surfaces, all 
giving o# (‘outgassing’) toxins and 
VOCs for up to "ve years.” 

So why are these potentially 
harmful ingredients included in 
paint in the "rst instance? “In paint, 

Solutions for Walls

NATURAL PAINT
Natural paints are derived from natural sources such 
as beeswax, milk casein and linseed oil. The ‘Laylock’ 
paint shown here costs £25 per 2.5 litres at Pots of 
Paint — check their website (potsofpaint.com) for a 
comprehensive A to Z guide of natural ingredients.

Design

Low VOCs
‘Green Lichen’ from Dulux 

Trades’ Ecosure range 
features virtually zero VOCs, 
making it a healthier choice 

for both your decorator — 
and new home (dulux.trade-

decorating.co.uk)

“Most of us are happy to live 
in houses with up to 70% 
synthetic-painted surfaces”

!

many of the raw materials, particu-
larly solvents, contain VOCs and 
they are incorporated to improve 
the !ow and curing of paint "lm,” 
explains Alex Briggs of Dulux Trade, 
who o#er a near VOC-free range, 
Ecosure. Synthetic pigments and 
additives may be included for colour 
and to enhance the paint too. 

$e good news is that Europe-
an regulation has gone some way 
to reducing levels in recent years. 
Added to this, some products such 
as those from Little Greene, adhere 
to standards such the ‘Toy Paint 
Regulations’ (BS EN 71-3:1995) 
— making them a good option for 
children’s bedrooms.

VOCs not only have potential 
impact on our health, but also on 

the environment. (If you’re environ-
mentally minded then another factor 
to bear in mind is how a product 
is manufactured, and whether the 
ingredients are derived from sustain-
able sources.) For this reason, paints 
which may be better for your health 
may also be described as ‘eco’ or 
‘green’. However, there’s often con-
siderable di#erence between prod-
ucts grouped beneath these headers, 
so it pays to do some research.

Generally speaking, water-based 
paints contain lower VOC levels 
than solvent-based paints. Look 
out for low or minimal VOC paints 
(many of the big names have ranges) 
and even better – but typically more 
expensive – zero VOC paints. Some 
of the healthier products on o#er 
still contain VOCs, but keep them 
locked into the paint, preventing 
them from polluting your home.

Natural paints are another excel-
lent option, and made from ingredi-
ents derived from vegetables, herbs 
and minerals which are bound by 
natural resins and oils. Also look out 
for linseed oil paint and traditional 
milk paints.

HEALTHY 
INTERIORS
Home should be a haven, not somewhere 
potentially detrimental to health. But the 
synthetic products we’re using to finish our 
walls and floors could be doing just that. 
Claire Lloyd looks at the natural alternatives

LINSEED OIL PAINT
“Linseed oil paint is derived from cultivated flax from 
south Sweden and contains absolutely no solvents,” 
says Michiel Brouns, Director of Histocolour (01423 
500844) — their ‘pigeon blue’ Histoglass Linseed 
Paint, shown above, costs from £34 per litre. “Another 
‘green’ advantage is that linseed oil paint penetrates 
the surface far better than any synthetic paints (which 
only form a film on the surface) and has, therefore, 
a much longer lifespan, typically lasting three times 
longer than ordinary acrylic paint.”

MILK PAINT
Milk protein-based paint has been used for centuries. 
It doesn’t give off VOCs and is odourless when applied 
too; try The Blueberry Store (01799 516345).
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Flooring

CORK FLOORING
Cork flooring is derived from 
the bark of the cork tree and 
as such benefits from suberin, 
a naturally occurring substance 
with antibacterial and antifungal 
properties. Cork is a breathable 
material and doesn’t readily absorb 
dust; making it a good option for 
allergy sufferers too. Microban® 
antibacterial and antifungus 
protection has been applied to this 
cork floor from Granorte, to further 
enhance it’s natural qualities. From 
£66.90/m2 (01785 711131).

Healthy Interiors

Choosing a !oor covering is a much 
more complex task than deciding 
on a wall "nish; the suitability of 
!ooring to application (i.e. does it 
have to withstand high levels of traf-
"c, or humidity) and the presence 
of under!oor heating all impact. 
But another consideration is that 
some !ooring materials omit VOCs. 
Natural choices such as linoleum, 
stone and wood !ooring (as opposed 
to laminates) are generally best if 
VOCs are a concern. 

Also look to the adhesives (both 
grouts and glues) used in installation 
and how the !ooring is sealed or "n-
ished. Wood !ooring "nishes such as 
Auro Linseed Oil, for instance, may 
be a little higher maintenance than 
synthetic lacquers, but are generally 
healthier, more sustainable options. 

While stone and wood !oors 
tend to be easier to swipe free of 
dust, carpet on the other hand has 
a reputation for retaining dust and 
other pollutants which can irritate 
respiratory disorders and allergies. 
Synthetic carpet is a particular cul-
prit. If you do hope to specify carpets 
then choose one made from 100% 
wool (ensuring "bres have not been 
blended with synthetic). Undyed 
varieties are again best when it 
comes to minimising VOCs. Natural 
"bre !ooring such as sisal and coir 
are good alternatives. But do ensure 
you use a natural underlay with all. " 

LINOLEUM
Linoleum, made from a natural mix of linseed 
oil, pine, cork, clay and chalk, applied to a jute 
backing, is gaining popularity again due to its 
health and sustainability credentials. It can give 
off a smell when first installed (the result of the 
linseed oil), but it doesn’t give off VOCs. The 
Marmoleum Click tiles shown here in ‘Barbados’ 
and ‘Volcanic Ash’ have been awarded the 
asthma & allergy friendly Certification Mark and 
possess antimicrobial properties. From £37.45/m2 
incl VAT at Urbane Living (020 7138 3838).

Natural Finishes
Ecora’s Oak Tennyson, which 

is available as engineered 
or solid flooring, and costs 

around £64.85/m2 excl VAT, 
is pre-finished with a hard-

wearing hardwax oil which is 
based on vegetable oils and 
natural waxes (ecora.co.uk)


