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Sustainability initiatives 
popular among community 
associations often include 
strategies for reducing waste 
and improving indoor air 
quality.

How to Establish a Waste 
Reduction & Recycling Program
By Carolyn Zezima, Esq.

Here are some startling statistics about waste in the United States: 
According to the EPA, each of us produces an average 2,000 pounds 
of solid waste each year. Americans throw away enough glass bottles 
and jars every two weeks to fill the 1,350-foot towers of the former 
World Trade Center and enough aluminum every month to rebuild 
our entire commercial air industry’s fleet. A typical family consumes 
182 gallons of soda, 29 gallons of juice, 104 gallons of milk, and 
26 gallons of bottled water a year. Americans buy a total of about 
28.9 billion plastic water bottles every year. Nearly eight out of 
10 bottles will end up in a landfill. The average time taken by plastic 
bottles to decompose in a landfill is close to 700 years. Plastic bags 
and other plastic garbage thrown into the ocean kill as many as one 
million sea creatures every year.

So it’s fair to say that reducing the waste that a community associ-
ation and its residents create is one of the most important aspects 
of responsible and sustainable property management. This means 
following the “three Rs” of resource conservation: (1) reducing waste 
by eliminating or preventing as much waste as possible; (2) reusing 
or repurposing materials that can be used again when possible; and 
(3) recycling everything that is recyclable to allow waste materials to 
be made into other useful materials rather than go into a landfill (and 
choosing products that contain recycled content when available), says 
Susan Peterson, green initiatives director for Foundation Communi-
ties in Austin, Texas.

We’ll give you more information about ways your community associ-
ation staff, members, and other residents can reduce waste, including 
taking five steps to:

■ Prevent and reuse waste

■ Improve your community’s recycling program to maximize 
resident participation

■ Dispose of E-waste hazardous materials safely and properly
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■ Salvage, reuse, or recycle waste generated by building rehabilitation, 
renovation, and maintenance projects; and

■ Start composting food waste so it doesn’t end up in a landfill

Step #1: Prevent and Reuse Waste
The first step in reducing waste is to prevent waste from being created at all. 
So much of what we buy is disposable and comes in unnecessary packaging, 
including many of our cleaning supplies. You can help prevent this kind of 
waste by making choices and changes about the purchasing and maintenance 
at your community to: (1) maximize the useful life of materials and equipment; 
(2) include reusable, recycled, and recyclable items rather than disposable items; 
and (3) use less packaging. Doing this helps conserve the resources and energy 
and reduce pollution associated with producing the items and their packaging, 
and transporting them to your community. In the long run, this can also save 
you money over time by reducing the cost of rebuying many of the same prod-
ucts and equipment over and over, even if better or sustainably made or recycled 
products sometimes cost more, says Peterson.

Here are ideas for ways that you can prevent or reuse waste at your community 
or encourage residents to do as well:

■ Buying well-made, durable items and equipment that don’t need to be 
replaced often

■ Following preventive maintenance of community equipment and 
materials to extend their useful life

(continued on p. 3)
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■ Buying reusable items like rechargeable batteries and reusable  
cleaning supplies

■ Buying cleaning supplies, cleaners, and other items in bulk to reduce 
packaging, and use concentrates to mix with water to fill up with labeled 
bottles for housekeepers and maintenance staff

■ Using or buying items that are recycled or contain recycled materials, 
such as paper, furniture, landscape edging, lumber and construction 
materials, paints, containers and bottles, etc.

■ Using or buying items that are recyclable in your community

■ Donating unwanted bedding and furniture, appliances, and unused  
paint to nonprofits for reuse

■ Inviting a local group that recycles clothing to accept and collect 
donations onsite

■ Encouraging residents to reuse rather than throw out plastic bags,  
which are rarely recyclable

■ Converting wood waste to mulch

■ Reusing plastic garden pots, rocks, and old plantings

When buying supplies, look for these features:

■ Concentrated formulas

■ Minimal packaging (lightweight, reduced volume, less wrapping)

■ Recycled and recyclable packaging

■ Refillable bottles

■ Bulk shipping options

■ Labeling instructions for proper disposal of empty packages

Step #2: Improve Community Recycling Program
According to the EPA, recycling one aluminum can saves enough energy to run 
a half a gallon of gas, a 100-watt bulb for 20 hours, a computer for three hours, 
or a TV for two hours. And recycling one ton of paper saves 17 mature trees, 
7,000 gallons of water, 3 cubic yards of landfill space, two barrels of oil, and 
4,100 kilowatt hours of electricity, enough energy to power the average American 
home for five months. For every ton of glass recycled, we can save over a ton of 
resources—1,330 pounds of sand, 433 pounds of soda ash, 433 pounds of lime-
stone, and 151 pounds of feldspar. And glass never wears out—it can be recycled 
forever.

Recycling is another green practice that the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) promotes, urging multifamily housing providers to 
actively involve their residents. While that can be a challenging effort, the ben-
efits to the environment and community cleanliness are evident. Communities 
that have successfully engaged residents in recycling often find savings in their 
waste management costs, and residents take pride in maintaining a cleaner home 
and helping the environment.

(continued on p. 4)
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Add recycling instructions to community rules. One way to begin or boost a 
recycling program at your community is to formalize the program in community 
rules. This not only shows your management commitment to recycling, but also 
underscores the members’ role and responsibilities.

We’ve given you a Model Agreement: Garbage & Recycling Collection, that you 
can adapt and use in your community rules to address your community’s recy-
cling program, indoor bin deposit, and bulky items and other move-in/move-out 
requirements, and hazardous waste disposal. It is based on language from 
Ecology Action, a sustainability consulting nonprofit in California. Show this 
language to your board and attorney before adding it to any of your governing 
documents.

Waste Reduction
(continued from p. 3)

GARBAGE & RECYCLING COLLECTION

1. Recycling Program: Green Valley Community Association has an active recycling program 
that all residents are strongly encouraged to participate in. Recycling protects the environment, 
helps keep our community clean and attractive, and reduces our disposal costs.

2. Recycling Receptacles: Recycling receptacles are located next to or near the garbage 
containers. Only recyclable materials may be placed into the recycling receptacles. A list of 
recyclable materials is made available to each member upon move-in and can also be found 
on each recycling receptacle. Additional lists are available from the manager. As part of the 
community’s Recycling Program, two indoor recycling containers will be provided to members 
upon move-in.

Bulky Items (including Move-In and Move-Out materials): When moving in or out, the 
member must:

a. Place all recyclable materials in the recycling containers. Large cardboard boxes must 
be broken down, flattened, and placed next to the recycling containers.

b. Take all unwanted bulky items (mattresses, couches, TVs, etc.) to a local reuse store or 
transfer station for recycling. Information about proper disposal locations is available 
from the association manager. If these items are left in the garbage and recycling 
enclosure area, a $[insert amt.—e.g., 25] fee for each item left will be charged to the 
member.

3. Hazardous Waste. Properly dispose of unwanted electronics and household hazardous 
waste (paint, batteries, cleaning supplies, car batteries, fluorescent lights, etc.) at the local 
Household Hazardous Waste (HHW) Collection Facility. Detailed information is available from 
the association manager. These items may not be placed into or next to the garbage or recycling 
containers. If these items are left in the garbage and recycling enclosure area, a $[insert amt.—
e.g., 25] fee for each item left will be charged to the member.

Member Acknowledgment

Please initial on the lines below:

__________  I have been given educational materials that explain what materials must be sorted  
from my garbage and recycled.

__________  I have been shown the community’s recycling and garbage area.

MODEL AGREEMENT

(continued on p. 5)
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Publicize your program. Make the benefits of recycling known and make it fun, 
say those who have been successful implementing a recycling program. Ways to 
improve your recycling program:

■ Create recycling signs, flyers, and door hangers to post around  
the community

■ Include recycling education in new member handbook

■ Remind members of recycling rules at board and membership meetings

■ Include recycling reminders in newsletters and email updates

■ Ensure that you have enough recycling bins and that they are accessible at 
your community

■ Find out if recyclables must be separated by type of recyclable material, 
such as paper, plastic, or metal or can be commingled in the same 
recycling bin.

Recognize common curbside recycling items. Be sure to comply with your 
municipality’s curbside recycling rules and procedures on what, how, and when 
to recycle. Ensure also that containers, jars, and bottles are empty and dry. Here 
are some of the common materials that usually can and can’t be recycled.

common recyclable materials:
❖ Metal

• Aluminum cans

• Aluminum foil and trays

• Steel (tin) cans

❖  Plastic (check local recycling rules for which type, such as #1, #2, etc.,  
of plastics are accepted)

• Bottles (usually leave caps on)

• Buckets (sometimes metal handle OK)

• Cups and plates (plastic, not Styrofoam)

• Flower pots and trays—plastic

• Laundry detergent bottles

• Molded plastic packaging

• Tubs and lids (e.g., yogurt containers and Tupperware)

• Utensils–plastic

❖ Paper

• Bags

• Cardboard (non-waxed)

• Cereal boxes and paperboard (remove plastic liner)

• Computer and office paper

• Egg cartons

• Envelopes

• Junk mail and magazines

Waste Reduction
(continued from p. 4)

(continued on p. 6)
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• Newspapers

• Phonebooks

• Sticky notes

• Wrapping paper (non-metallic)

❖ Glass

• Glass bottles and jars only

some cities recycle:
• Caps and lids from bottles, jars, and tin cans

• Paint cans (must be empty or dry)

• Spray cans (must be empty)

• CDs, DVDs, CDROM & cases (remove paper insert)

• Coffee cup lids

• Containers and clamshells

• Corks—plastic

• Toys (not electronics, metal, or batteries)

• Packing or Kraft paper

• Shredded paper

materials that often Cannot be recycled:
• Juice boxes

• Light bulbs

• Plastic bags

• Styrofoam

• Ceramic dishes or glassware

• Coat hangers

• Waxed cardboard

• Mirrors and window glass

• Foil- or plastic-backed paper

• Plastic items mixed with metal, fabric, or rubber

• Plastic labeled compostable or biodegradable

• Clothing, linens, or rags

• Scrap metal

• Soiled paper

• Styrofoam

• Wax Paper

Step #3: Ensure Hazardous Waste Is Disposed of Properly
In most places, it’s illegal to throw certain hazardous waste materials in the 
trash. They often contain ingredients or components that can be dangerous to 

Waste Reduction
(continued from p. 5)

(continued on p. 7)
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humans if handled improperly or leak into and contaminate our air, soil, and 
waterways. Instead, depending on your state or local laws, associations or their 
members must drop off at appropriate facilities or separately collect these mate-
rials for safe disposal or recycling.

Hazardous waste materials include:

■ Paint, paint thinners, primers, stains, and other finishes

■ Toxic glues and adhesives

■ Chemical cleaning supplies (cleaners, disinfectants, graffiti removers, 
polish, deodorizers, etc.)

■ Medical/biohazard waste (including needles)

■ Used motor oil and other automotive fluids

■ Compressed gases

■ Refrigerants

■ Fluorescent lamps/light bulbs and CFL bulbs

■ Pesticides, herbicides, and chemical fertilizer

■ Computers, TVs, cell phones, and other electronic equipment

■ Printer/copier ink/toner

■ Batteries (all types)

■ Thermostats

Some of these materials, like cleaners, pesticides, refrigerants, and automotive 
batteries should be taken to a local hazardous waste collection facility for 
proper disposal. But many others can be recycled. Similarly, staff and residents 
can recycle electronics like computers, cell phones, and TVs to reuse the many 
resources used to produce them, such as copper and zinc, and keep the hazard-
ous waste they produce, such as mercury and lead, from polluting the water, soil, 
and air. Many electronic stores, camera stores, drug stores, office supply stores, 
hardware stores, and home improvement stores accept various items like bat-
teries, fluorescent and CFL bulbs, ink cartridges, electronics, and occasionally 
even unused paint, and sometimes give discounts for your purchases when you 
recycle. For example, Staples gives a $2 discount per ink or toner cartridge you 
bring back.

Most stores that sell cell phones accept (and in some states, are required by law 
to accept) used cell phones of any brand to be recycled and/or resold.

To find out where to recycle your hazardous items, go to: http://search.earth911.
com. Enter your Zip code and search. Or check with your local waste manage-
ment agency to find out which items are not accepted in trash or regular recy-
cling and where to take these items (e.g., hazardous waste collection facilities, 
transfer stations, and office supply stores). An appointment may be required 
for some particularly hard-to-dispose materials. Disposal fees vary by type and 
volume of waste, but are often free for individuals and for business, can range 
from $1 to $5 per gallon. Some facilities have monthly weight limits, so for large 
quantities of hazardous waste, you may need to consider hiring a private waste 
firm for disposal.

Waste Reduction
(continued from p. 6)

(continued on p. 8)
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Some cities like San Francisco now collect some waste, such as household bat-
teries, as part of a recycling program. If so, be sure to add well-marked bins near 
waste stations for whatever special hazardous items that your city or trash hauler 
accepts for recycling. Or hold your own Earth Day or other green-themed events 
and tell residents to collect and bring CFL bulbs, batteries and small electronics 
batteries, small electronics, fluorescent lights, and/or scrap metal for recycling. 
Even if your city or trash hauler doesn’t collect them regularly, they sometimes 
will schedule special pickups or run special hazardous waste events at your 
community.

Step #4: Salvage and Reuse Construction Waste
When performing community or unit rehab or redesigning your community’s 
landscape, much of what you may usually throw out as waste can often be sal-
vaged for reuse or recycled. Construction waste can be anything from concrete, 
wood metal, bricks, and flooring tiles to fixtures and doors or materials like 
wood, metal, bricks, and glass, or landscape materials.

What to salvage and/or reuse. Salvage as much reusable material as you can—
anything that can be removed and reused, such as:

■ Windows and doors

■ Wood flooring

■ Cabinetry

■ Architectural moldings

■ Electrical and plumbing fixtures

■ Mechanical equipment

Some species of wood, old growth timber and unusual dimensions of lumber 
can be quite valuable and command a resell value that justifies a more delicate 
and labor-intensive removal process. The Building Materials Reuse Association 
(BMRA) can provide information on deconstruction contractors and used build-
ing materials retail businesses.

What to recycle. In many places, materials that can be recycled include:

■ Appliances and fixtures

■ Brush and trees

■ Cardboard and paper

■ Lumber and plywood (in reusable form and without lead-based paint, 
arsenic-based preservatives, or other toxic materials)

■ Masonry

■ Structural steel and metals

■ Plastics

■ Roofing (in reusable form)

■ Windows and doors

Waste Reduction
(continued from p. 7)

(continued on p. 9)
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Find out before workers remove items and waste from construction area who 
accepts what type of waste and what waste can be reused and have them sepa-
rate the waste by type so you can make arrangements for appropriate drop-off, 
pickup, or redelivery of the waste materials.

Step #5: Take It Up a Notch and Compost Food Waste
Composting involves collecting organic waste, such as food scraps and yard 
trimmings, and storing it under conditions designed to help it break down 
naturally. Instead of throwing food and other organic waste in the garbage, 
residents and businesses collect this waste as part of a municipal composting 
program that turns the waste into compost at a local compost facility or 
encourages onsite composting for gardening and landscaping use in the garden. 
Many cities and some states have begun to pass laws requiring residents and 
businesses to collect their food, yard, and other organic waste for composting, 
which puts much of the burden on community associations and their managers 
to help residents do this.

But even if your city or town doesn’t require you to compost food waste, your 
community can reap numerous benefits by doing this voluntarily, including:

■ Environmental benefits such as creating healthy soil and reducing waste 
that goes into landfills

■ Community maintenance, health, and safety benefits from cleaner, lighter 
garbage, fewer pests and rodents in garbage, and fewer costly repairs due 
to clogged drains and sewer lines

■ Lower community waste disposal costs due to less trash and reduced 
overflow costs

PRACTICAL POINTER: Getting residents to compost their food waste can be a 
tough sell. And it presents some logistical challenges for your community. For more 
detail and tips for launching and managing food waste collection at your community, 
see Section 3.7: Creating a Food Waste Collection & Composting Program, in 
Sustainable Affordable Housing Management, available here. ♦

This article was adapted from Section 3.6 of Sustainable Affordable Housing 
Management: A Money-Saving Guide to Keeping Your Site Green, Healthy & Energy 
Efficient, by Carolyn E. Zezima, Esq. Zezima is the president of NYC Foodscape (www.
nycfoodscape.com/) and a consultant with a track record of grass-rooting and managing 
organizations in the nonprofit sector. She has worked with food and farming enterprises 
and food policy organizations in Chicago and New York to promote healthy sustainable food 
systems, urban agriculture, and regional farming, including founding The Talking Farm, “The 
Farm with Something to Say,” an urban farming and educational enterprise in Evanston, Ill. 
She can be reached at nycfoodscape@gmail.com or (847) 507-1785.

Waste Reduction
(continued from p. 8)
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REPAIRS & MAINTENANCE

How to Improve Indoor Air Quality
By Carolyn Zezima

Maintaining healthy indoor air quality in a condominium building is vital to 
keeping your members healthy and free from disease. According to the federal 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), indoor air pollution is one of the 
top five environmental risks to public health. From the chemicals in products 
your maintenance staff and residents use to clean, to secondhand smoke, to 
pests, to allergens in materials, residents and staff can face a barrage of health 
risks, such as asthma and other respiratory problems, allergies, headaches, 
nausea, vomiting, as well as risk of certain cancers and reproductive and 
endocrinological conditions.

Poor indoor air quality can come from numerous sources around your commu-
nity, including:

■ Toxic cleaning products

■ Hazardous fumes coming off of construction materials, paints, adhesives, 
carpeting and flooring, treated wood and fiberboard furnishings, and 
upholstery

■ Combustion fumes from gas-powered equipment and appliances

■ Water leaks and moisture accumulation

■ Effects of climate change (such as increases in outdoor air pollution that 
enter the community, unintended increases in indoor air pollution from 
energy conservation measures like insulation, and increase in pests, 
viruses, and bacteria)

■ Tobacco smoke

■ Pesticides

The good news is there are a number of ways you can minimize the presence 
or impact of these sources of poor air quality, says Susan Peterson, Green 
Initiatives Director at Foundation Communities in Austin, Texas. We spoke to 
sustainability and maintenance experts like Peterson and based on their input, 
here are seven maintenance and management strategies that you can take to 
safeguard your condo building’s indoor air quality.

Strategy #1: Use Green, Less-Toxic Materials and Products
Chemicals from common household cleaning and other products are a major 
source of contaminants and airborne hazards. Avoid using products with labels 
that give warnings, such as “Danger” or “Caution” or “Contains Irritants.” 
These can be fatal or very harmful, as well as terrible for the environment, says 
Peterson. Instead, use nontoxic or low-toxic materials and products when build-
ing, making renovations or major repairs, and cleaning your community.

(continued on p. 11)
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Many new community associations specify and install green products when 
available and cost effective for new construction and during work order requests, 
renovation, and property maintenance, says Gina Ciganik, senior advisor for 
housing innovation for the Healthy Building Network and Enterprise Green 
Communities. And some ultra-sustainable properties like The Rose, a rental 
community owned by AEON, in Minneapolis, Minn., have gone beyond typical 
sustainability standards by using materials like locally sourced building mate-
rials, non-toxic paints and finishes, and recycled flooring it used to build the 
site. Ciganik previously served as AEON’s vice president for development and 
oversaw many of the sustainability decisions for constructing and operating The 
Rose. Specific materials AEON included in construction of The Rose include:

■ Toxin-free ground limestone and mineral sheet flooring

■ Locally sourced and toxin-free granite countertops

■ Zero-VOC best-in-class Sherwin-Williams interior paints, base,  
and colorants

■ Corian toxin-free windowsills and bathroom counters

■ Low-chemical gypsum drywall

“Green” product transparency can be an issue—some products labeled green 
aren’t necessarily as safe for humans or the environment as their manufacturers 
claim, Ciganik warns. The Healthy Building Network and Enterprise Green 
Communities have partnered and are in the process of creating open-source 
and transparent green materials and other product standards and resources for 
associations and managers to use to help them find the safest and most cost-
effective products.

When choosing materials and products, look for independent certifications that 
the product is low or non-toxic from groups such as Green Seal or Greenguard. 
When buying paints, finishes, adhesives, sealants, caulks, and carpeting for the 
community, look for zero-VOC (volatile organic compounds) or low-VOC. Also 
look for formaldehyde-free wood products.

When cleaning, use green cleaning products and procedures and only the 
amount of cleaner needed for the job. When using products containing 
chemicals, make sure you follow any Manufacturers Safety Data Sheet (SDS) 
instructions for using the product safely. If using a cleaning contractor, look for 
professionals who specialize in “green cleaning.”

Strategy #2: Keep High-Traffic Common Areas Clean
Some airborne hazards, like dust, bacteria, and pests, literally come in through 
the front door and are carried around the building as people walk through 
common areas. Keep entry areas clean by regularly sweeping and mopping 
entryways, hallways, and walkways to reduce dirt, pollen, and outdoor pollution 
entering the building. Consider removing entry area carpeting altogether and 
replacing it with mats that can be easily cleaned. Carpeting attracts and stores 
dirt, bacteria, and mold, so never install carpets in kitchens, bathrooms, laundry 
rooms, or other areas prone to moisture and spills. Instead, use nonporous and 

Repairs & Maintenance
(continued from p. 10)

(continued on p. 12)
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nonabsorbent flooring, metal shelves, and other nonabsorbent materials in 
areas with a lot of water or other moisture exposure, such as cleaning storage, 
trash areas, and staff kitchen areas, instead of absorbent materials like carpet, 
upholstery, or pressed board products.

Vacuum all common area carpets regularly, preferably using a vacuum with 
a high-efficiency particulate air (HEPA) filter. When cleaning carpets, use a 
non-chemical, relatively low-water process, and use fans afterward to dry  
the carpeting quickly to keep mold from starting to grow (see below for more 
about mold).

Strategy #3: Control Moisture and Mold
Moisture and spills are breeding grounds for mold, bacteria, and pests. Once 
moisture takes hold, particularly when the temperature and humidity is high and 
there is organic material present for the mold to grow onto and eat, mold grows 
fast. Potential sources of moisture and mold threats include:

■ Leaking pipes, windows, and roofs;

■ Poor or malfunctioning HVAC system in units and/or common areas

■ Improper drying of flooded areas or standing water

■ Poor housekeeping habits

Take a proactive approach by conducting routine inspections and checking 
areas with plumbing and water usage, making sure your roof is maintained and 
in good condition and gutters are functioning properly, dumping water away 
from the building. Check basements and low-lying areas for water intrusion and 
standing water, especially after a rainfall.

Make sure that the HVAC system is kept free of leaks and standing water and 
seal ducts whenever you discover leaks. This will help prevent mold and other 
airborne hazards from spreading throughout the building via the HVAC ducts. 
Make sure water heaters have drains or catch basins with drainpipes leading to 
the exterior of the building. To control humidity, run fans or dehumidifiers to 
reduce ambient air moisture during humid seasons (our experts suggest doing 
this when outdoor dew point is less than 55 degrees Fahrenheit).

Fix water leaks and mop up any spilled or standing water immediately. Dry 
any building materials that get wet immediately to prevent mold, mildew, and 
bacterial growth. Remove and replace any carpets or other absorbent material 
that have stayed wet for more than 24 hours.

PRACTICAL POINTER: Be sure to involve members in stopping mold growth. 
Education is key to getting them to make changes to bad cleaning habits to prevent 
mold. Provide members with information about mold, potential health effects, and 
ideas for preventing its growth. Instruct residents to:

• Keep surfaces clean and dry and wipe up spills and overflows immediately

• Avoid standing water conditions

• Store laundry in a clean and dry condition, not wet

• Wipe down shower walls with a squeegee or towel after bathing or showering
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• Run bathroom exhaust fans to cut down on steam

• Report leaks to management right away

• Clean up mold with a mix of dishwashing soap and water

Check the HUD and EPA websites for downloadable brochures and fact sheets that 
you can distribute at your community, including this one: http://portal.hud.gov/hud-
portal/documents/huddoc?id=DOC_12335.pdf

Follow federal rules to keep community free of mold and mildew. HUD 
takes mold problems very seriously and includes physical condition standards for 
mold and mildew in the standards they use when inspecting government-assisted 
housing. Following these standards can help you prevent mold problems that 
might leave you open to lawsuits, fines, and other problems if mold causes harm 
to residents’ health.

If you see discoloration (mold can be white, orange, green, brown, or black) 
on surfaces; observe cracked or discolored grout, drywall, or other building 
materials; and/or smell a musty odor, this may indicate a mold or mildew 
problem. It’s important that you get rid of any mold as quickly and effectively 
as possible. If a mold problem appears to be extensive or serious, hire mold 
remediation specialists to assess and remediate the problem.

When to handle mold yourself and when to call in experts. Guidelines 
issued by the EPA offer some commonsense standards for you to follow when 
deciding if your employees or an outside expert should handle the mold cleanup. 
The guidelines give recommendations as to when you should hire a professional 
to deal with a mold problem. The guidelines also offer recommended cleaning 
methods.

The guidelines issued by the EPA recommend basing the decision on who should 
handle a mold problem on the amount of square footage affected by mold. The 
guidelines discussed below apply to most mold problems you’d encounter, but 
don’t apply to mold found in the HVAC systems of buildings.

❖ 10 square feet of mold or less. If mold is found only in a small area (10 square 
feet or less)—say, on ceiling tiles or patches of walls—the guidelines say that 
your maintenance staff can take care of the problem.

Disinfect and dry all moldy areas immediately—mold grows and spreads 
quickly. If porous building materials are moldy (e.g., drywall, carpeting), 
remove them. Maintenance staff should wear proper protection when doing 
the work. This includes using N95 disposable respirators (which can be found 
in most hardware stores) and wearing gloves and goggles. Provide continuous 
and controlled ventilation to bring clean air into area and put the contaminated 
materials in sealed bags before leaving the work area.

Also, keep the work area free of anyone but properly protected workers, the 
guidelines say. But you don’t need to vacate people from adjacent spaces unless 
they’re particularly at risk, like infants or people with serious medical conditions 
or immune deficiency problems.
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Your staff should place any mold-covered material they find in a sealed plastic 
bag. And when finished, they should wipe the work areas clean. They should 
also wipe clean any pathways they’ve walked on during the cleanup.

❖ 10–100 square feet of mold. If mold is found in this amount of space, the 
guidelines say that your maintenance staff can take care of the problem, but it 
may be smarter to call in the experts. If you choose to have your staff remove 
the mold, the recommended precautions are identical to those above, with these 
additional recommendations:

■ Cover the work area with a plastic sheet and seal the sheet with tape to 
contain the dust before starting the mold cleanup

■ Use plastic sheeting to seal off ventilation ducts or grills in the work area

■ Vacuum the work area and paths taken by staff with a vacuum containing 
a HEPA filter

■ Make sure that not only the work area but the area immediately adjacent 
to it is unoccupied while the work is being done

■ If you expect to generate a lot of dust while taking care of the mold 
problem (for example, if you have to knock down plaster walls), follow 
the procedures explained below for 100 or more square feet of mold—
including hiring a professional to fix the problem.

❖ 100 or more square feet of mold. If mold is found in this amount of space—say, 
the wallboard in an entire room is covered with mold—the guidelines say you 
should hire a professional mold remediation company to combat the problem. 
This amount of mold would be too much for your maintenance staff alone to 
deal with safely.

Strategy #4: Maintain Air Conditioner/HVAC and  
Other Ventilation Systems
As noted above, badly functioning or unmaintained HVAC systems can actually 
help mold, bacteria, dust, and other airborne hazards to spread around the 
whole building via the ducts. Keep central HVAC and individual unit air con-
ditioning systems well maintained by cleaning ducts, coils, and filters regularly, 
checking airflow and ensuring grills are open and free from obstructions, and 
using the highest efficiency filter that fits into each unit. Replace the filters in 
common areas and individual units’ systems every few months, even if the filter 
doesn’t look dirty. Also, have maintenance staff insert sludge tabs in condensate 
pans to help melt the sludge and buildup that can accumulate in condensate pans 
and block the flow of moisture. (For checklists your staff can use to inspect air 
conditioning systems, see “Gear Up for Summer with Air Conditioning System 
Inspections,” available on our website here.)

Make sure your ventilation systems have sufficient airflow specifications to 
bring enough fresh outside air to all indoor areas of the community to keep air 
quality high. Getting enough ventilation is particularly important for newer, 
more energy-efficient condo buildings, with tightly sealed exteriors, windows, 
and HVACs, and well-designed weatherizing systems. Though these state-of-
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the-art energy-efficiency measures help prevent heat or cooling loss by sealing 
up cracks and holes where air flowed in or out of the building, they can also trap 
humidity and contaminants in the air inside and keep outdoor air from entering 
and diluting the impact of indoor contaminants on air quality.

Make sure that the room in which you store any toxic chemical products and 
supplies is vented directly to the outside. And make sure all gas appliances, 
such as furnaces, clothes dryers, and water heaters, are properly connected and 
ventilated to the outside.

Finally, encourage members to replace bathroom exhaust fans with ENERGY 
STAR-rated models and replace kitchen exhaust fans every three months.

Strategy #5: Become a Smoke-Free Community
Smoke can seep into smoke-free units and common areas from units where 
smoking occurs. Children, the elderly, and people with disabilities are particu-
larly susceptible to the effects of secondhand smoke, including asthma, cancers, 
and other threats to health. Consider becoming a smoke-free community to 
protect the health of all your residents.

For more information about how to ban smoking at your community, see “Pass 
Anti-Smoking Bylaw to Extinguish Related Risks in Community,” available on 
our website here.

Strategy #6: Use Integrated Pest Management
Integrated Pest Management (IPM) is an environmentally friendly approach to 
controlling pests. IPM is safer than traditional pest control because it focuses 
on non-pesticide methods, and uses pesticides only as a last line of defense. IPM 
involves four basic approaches:

■ Identifying and monitoring problem pest populations and vulnerable 
areas at your community over time

■ Setting maximum pest thresholds based on each pest type for when their 
presence becomes a nuisance, health hazard, or economic threat requiring 
additional action

■ Preventing pests from entering or thriving at your community by remov-
ing conditions that attract and nurture pests, such as food, water, and 
shelter

■ Controlling pests that exceed thresholds using the most effective, lowest 
risk method, such as improving sanitation, creating barriers, using traps, 
or using biological controls, and choosing the least hazardous products if 
or when pesticide chemicals must be used

For more information about putting an IPM program in place at your commu-
nity, see Section 3.7: Implementing Integrated Pest Management, in Sustainable 
Affordable Housing Management, available here.
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Strategy #7: Protect Residents and Staff During Repair  
and Rehab Work
When conducting major indoor cleaning, maintenance, or rehab work, take 
steps to protect residents and staff from the effect of dust, chemicals, and other 
contaminants in the work area. The EPA’s website recommends you take the 
following precautions during and after major projects that may impact health 
and air quality at your community:

■ Keep residents, especially children, away from the work area

■ Give residents (and staff) written notice about the time and area of the 
work and whether work could affect their health or comfort, and provide 
respiratory masks upon request

■ Avoid creating unnecessary dust by misting surfaces with water before 
sanding or scraping, and contain unavoidable dust by covering surfaces 
and sealing off area with a strong protective barrier like tarp

■ Protect the community’s ventilation ducts and if possible, isolate the work 
area’s HVAC system from the rest of the system

■ Provide proper exhaust ventilation for the area—this can be as simple as 
a box fan blowing from the work area directly outside to remove dust and 
other contaminants from the area and to create a pressure barrier that 
prevents them from spreading out of the work area

■ If you must use high-VOC paints, finishes, and materials, take steps to 
minimize exposure: (1) apply paints or finishes outside where possible and 
bring them into the home after they are dry; (2) allow flooring, such as 
carpeting, cabinets, or other high VOC materials, to release or “off-gas” 
their fumes outside before bringing them onsite; and (3) ventilate the 
area thoroughly both during installation and for at least 72 hours after 
installation is completed

■ Clean up the work site completely before residents return to area ♦

This article was adapted from Section 3.6 of Sustainable Affordable Housing 
Management: A Money-Saving Guide to Keeping Your Site Green, Healthy & 
Energy Efficient, by Carolyn E. Zezima, Esq.
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RESOURCES

❖ Carpet and Rug Institute, Green Label and Green Label Plus certified products

www.carpet-rug.org/commercial-customers/green-building-and-the-environment/green-label-plus/

❖ Consumer Products Safety Commission, The Inside Story: A Guide to Indoor Air Quality

www.cpsc.gov/en/Safety-Education/Safety-Guides/Home/The-Inside-Story-A-Guide-to-Indoor-Air-Quality/

❖ EPA, WaterSense water conserving products

www.epa.gov/watersense/

❖ GreenSeal, Environmentally Preferable Purchasing

www.greenseal.org/GreenGovernmentsandNonprofits/EnvironmentallyPreferablePurchasing.aspx

❖ GreenSeal, Find Green Products and Services

www.greenseal.org/FindGreenSealProductsAndServices.aspx

❖ Healthy Building Network

www.healthybuilding.net/

❖ HUD, Office of Healthy Homes and Lead Hazard Control, About Mold and Moisture

http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/healthy_homes/healthyhomes/mold

❖ Resilient Flooring Association, FloorScore certified products

http://rfci.com/

❖ Underwriter Laboratories, UL Environment, Greenguard Certification

http://greenguard.org/en/index.aspx
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