KEEPING HEALTHY AND SANE DURING CONSTRUCTION

The following information was provided at a June 20, 2007 forum sponsored by the Park West Village Tenants’ Association (PWVTA) and the Coalition to Preserve West Park North,  by representatives of the NYC Department of Environmental Protection, the NYC  Department of Health, Elected Officials and Community Leaders

DUST and exhaust fumes are supposed to be controlled, but problems may be encountered: 1) Large, visible particulates are the main cause of breathing problems in construction, and can result in sore throats, cough, eye irritation, and exacerbation of asthma; and

2) Diesel fumes from machinery, vehicles, etc. release finer particles, which can also exacerbate asthma symptoms and other lung problems.

Measures, you can use against the potentially harmful effects of the dust and exhaust particles:

1) Keep windows closed when construction is in process.

2) Use AC with proper venting to Re-circulate or Exhaust it to the outside, but Not to draw air in.

3) If there is dust in your apartment, don’t use a regular broom to sweep –vacuum,  damp mop or damp cloths are better.

4) Use a vacuum with a HEPA filter if you can – which helps prevent the particles from re-emerging.

5) An air purifier with a HEPA filter may be helpful.

6) You may consider using a face mask, if your doctor agrees (sometimes it can worsen an underlying medical condition). Get one with at least an N95 respirator.  It should also have a good seal and nose clip so the air is coming in through the filter and not from the sides of the mask.  A fancy one might also have a valve to release the heat that builds up inside the mask when you breathe out.  Inexpensive masks are available locally for about $1, or, with a nose clip for about $5.

NOISE can have indirect health effects as a result of interfering with sleep or one’s ability to concentrate or relax. (Direct effects like hearing loss are unlikely when noise is intermittent and not at close range.)  

Precautions that can be taken:

1) Close windows.

2) Stay away (if you can) when the noise is loudest.

3) Use ear phones – also called ear muffs – which “close off sound” (These may be bought online – i.e. one tenant purchased a pair of headband style ear muffs for $41 from PE, Professional Equipment, phone # 1 800 334 9291, product #A 404-0777, which she found highly effective.  Also see article in the NYTimes Business section, on 6/14/07, titled “How to Shut out the World” for more information.)

RODENTS.  If you see an increased roach or rodent population, call 311, which has a rapid response program for such situations.  They can advise you on control measures and/or recommend a good exterminator.  Also, the health department has a booklet called “Integrated Pest Management” which you can request from 311.  

If you have General medical concerns that you believe are related to the construction, you can call the health department (through 311).   

The NYC Dept. of Environmental Protection, has two enforcement mechanisms, to minimize harm from construction: an air code and noise legislation.    Important rules:

A.  Fugitive dust should be controlled by:

1) Continuously watering down the site, local streets and the trucks (But this can make for mud problems.)

2) Covering the ground with gravel so the trucks do not keep kicking up dust.

3) Using sweepers (although these are only effective sometimes)

(This is all more difficult when it is dry and windy – i.e. particularly in the summer.)

B.  Exhaust emissions should be controlled by:

1) Reducing idling.

2) The use of ultra low sulphur diesel by trucks hauling excavation materials (which Gotham Construction says all its vehicles use.)

C.  Whenever possible a noise mitigation plan should be in place before construction 

D.   Construction hours are 7AM to 6 PM.  (They may not begin earlier.)

COMPLAINTS   If you have problems with your health or if you see construction violations,  call 311. Give your name and address and contact information and explain the nature of the complaint.  Be sure to get a case or work request number when calling 311 and find out which agency the complaint is being forwarded to. 

Please send a record of your complaint to the Park West Village Tenants Association – PWVTA – so they can track and help with follow up. Send information about your complaints, including the complaint number to: 311@earthlink.net 

Our elected officials– especially Daniel O’Donnell, State Assembly member, and Melissa Mark Viverito, City Council Member, and the community board PRYAN@CB7.ORG would also appreciate your sending a record of your complaint to them for follow up.

This summary was compiled by  F. Geteles, 7/20/07.

