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ODOROUS CHEMICALS  

The following is a list of typical chemical components that have previously resulted in odor complaints. To 

determine if the chemical substances on your project are from one of the groups that have been an issue in 

the past, look in Section 3 of the Safety Data Sheet (SDS)-Composition/Information on Ingredients (see 

attached example.  

It is critical that the Project Manager (PM) ensure that chemicals with a potentially noxious odor not be used, 

when possible. If possible, they should be replaced with a less odorous chemical.   

The list provided below is by no means a complete list of all noxious chemicals. If you have specific concerns 

not addressed in this document, please contact EHS. If noxious chemicals must be used, every effort should be 

made to perform the work when the building is not occupied. In the event this proves to be infeasible, notify 

the building manager or facility representative and EHS prior to commencing work. In addition, appropriate 

ventilation may be considered in coordination with EHS.   

Potentially Noxious Compounds  

Oil-Based Paints: Containing petroleum distillates, mineral spirits, kerosene, white spirits, naphtha, Stoddard 

solvent, benzene, turpentine  

Aerosol paints including “Krylon”: Containing xylene, propane, butane, ethylbenzene, acetone, methyl ethyl 

ketone  

Paint and Mastic Removers: Containing toluene, methanol, acetone, aromatic naphtha solvent, 

Nmethylpyrrolidone (NMP), Dibasic esters (DBE), including dimethyl adipate ester, dimethyl succinate ester, 

and dimethyl glutarate ester  

Water-Proofing Products and adhesives: Containing 2-Part epoxies, perfluorinated compounds (PFCs), 

Naphtha, n-hexane, methyl ethyl ketone  

Varnish/Lacquer: Containing butyl acetate, xylene, toluene  

Caulks and Sealants: Containing silicon, polyacrylates, isocyanates  

Lighter fluids and other fuels or solvents with flash points below 140⁰ F  

Mercaptans: These products contain sulfur and the odor has been described as rotten eggs, garlic, rotting 

cabbages, or smelly socks. Olfactory fatigue may prevent adequate warning of hazardous concentrations. 

Synonyms - Methanethiol; Thiomethanol; Mercaptomethane; Methyl Sulfhydrate; Thimethyl Alcohol; 

Ethanethiol; Ethyl sulfhydrate; Mercaptoethane; Ethyl Hydrosulfide; Ethyl Thioalcohol; Thioethanol; and 

Thioethyl Alcohol.  

Methylene chloride (Dichloromethane) should never be used in an indoor environment.  

Odor Threshold  

The odor threshold for a material is defined as the concentration in the air of a particular material, when the 

typical person should first be able to smell it. Many chemicals have good detection properties and you can 

detect the odor (smell) long before the concentrations become hazardous to human health. Some substances 



Page 2 of 3  

  

can be detected when their concentration is only few milligrams per 1,000 tons, which is less than a drop in an 

Olympic swimming pool. A typical odor threshold level that is considered low is 1 ppm. This information can be 

found in Section 9 of the SDS-Physical and Chemical Properties (see attached example).  

Ventilation  

Return air vents can draw evaporating chemicals from the project location site and distribute odors to adjacent 

spaces. As a chemical evaporates and becomes airborne, the material will generally move through a building 

along the same path as the airflow. Ventilation systems are designed to create positive air pressure in each 

conditioned space in order to force air out through cracks, crevices and other spaces that exist in walls, floors, 

and ceilings. If a ventilation system creates negative air pressure, air can be drawn into the space, resulting in 

the transport of dust, dirt, and odors from wall cavities, crawl spaces, and adjacent areas.  

HVAC Units  

One method to isolate the movement of chemical odors is to seal supply and return openings, as well as 

window units, with plastic. Care shall be taken to isolate or protect plenum areas above false ceilings. Operate 

exhaust systems, or add supplemental exhaust, where feasible, to negatively pressurize the area. If the HVAC 

system must remain operational, (e.g. the HVAC serves other occupied rooms), temporary activated carbon 

impregnated filters may be installed on the return air ductwork (i.e. on ceiling return grills, transfer ducts, or 

main return duct).Window convection openings should be sealed with plastic. The temporary filters must 

receive periodic maintenance throughout the project and be removed at the end of the project.  

Surrounding Areas  

All surrounding occupied areas must be protected from construction activities. Pressurize the occupied spaces 

to prevent entry of dust/odors during construction activities. Doors and windows should be kept closed to the 

space undergoing renovation. Where there are no doors, erect plastic barriers to separate the occupied areas 

from demolition/construction activities. Where openings must be maintained for entry of personnel or 

materials, a reduced pressure differential must be maintained at the work site or plastic doors constructed. 

When there is the potential for odorous emissions, portable local exhaust systems should be utilized. These 

must be self-contained systems with appropriate pollutant filtration or provisions must be made for exhausting 

outside the building.  

Child Occupied Facilities  

If possible do not use any chemicals with the above listed constituents or chemicals that have low odor 

thresholds in child occupied facilities. If you must use these chemicals perform the work after hours or on 

weekends, when the facility is empty. In emergency cases where work must be performed while the building is 

occupied, you must contact the facility director and EHS prior to starting work.   

Communication  

When your renovation and repair project may use products that are potentially noxious, protective measures 

for building occupants and third parties are critical. Communication with all potentially affected groups is 

important to create a safe working environment.   
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EXAMPLES OF ODOR THRESHOLD VALUES  

Oil-Based Paints: Containing  petroleum 

distillates (none established),  mineral 

spirits (none established),  kerosene 

(0.3-3 ppm),  white spirits (0.5-5 ppm),  

naphtha (0.5-1.1 ppm),  Stoddard 

solvent (1-30 ppm),  benzene (1.5 ppm),   

turpentine (100 ppm)  

  

Aerosol paints including “Krylon”: Containing  

xylene (1.1 ppm),  propane (1,800 ppm),  

butane (2,700 ppm),  ethylbenzene (2.3 

ppm),  acetone (20 ppm),   

methyl ethyl ketone (5.4 ppm)  

  

Paint and Mastic Removers: Containing  

toluene (0.4 ppm),  methanol (100-1,500 

ppm),  acetone (20 ppm),  aromatic naphtha 

solvent (not available),  N-methylpyrrolidone 

(NMP) (0.17-0.36 ppm),  Dibasic esters (DBE) 

(0.1 ppm), including  dimethyl adipate ester 

(0.01 ppm),  dimethyl succinate ester (0.1 

ppm), and   

dimethyl glutarate ester (0.1 ppm)  

  

Water-Proofing Products and adhesives: Containing   

2-Part epoxies (Not available),   

perfluorinated compounds (PFCs) (0.04 ppm),  

Naphtha (0.5-1.1 ppm),  n-hexane (65-248 

ppm),  methyl ethyl ketone (5.4 ppm) 

Varnish/Lacquer: Containing  butyl acetate 

(7-20 ppm),  xylene (1.1 ppm),  toluene (0.4 

ppm)  

  

Caulks and Sealants: Containing  

silicon (1-5 ppm), polyacrylates 

(not available),   

isocyanates (2.1 ppm)  

  

Mercaptans (0.26-0.97 ppb)  
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