Is there cancer-causing radon gas in your home?

Radon has long been a concern in Canada, with media reports referring to radon as a silent killer inside the home. It is the number-one cause of lung cancer in non-smokers, and the second leading cause of cancer after tobacco.
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Radon has long been a concern in Canada, with media reports referring to radon as a silent killer inside the home. It is the number-one cause of lung cancer in non-smokers, and the second leading cause of cancer after tobacco.
It is a naturally-occurring gas formed by the breakdown of uranium in rocks and soil. It is invisible, odourless, and tasteless. The only way to know, not if there is radon in your home, but at what level, is to test the air inside your home with a detector or test kit.
In Montreal, the average radon level is about 82.4 Bq/m3, or Becquerels per cubic meter, the international unit of measure for radioactivity. That is far below the Canadian guideline of 200 Bq/m3. However, even by Canadian standards, there is no level of radon that is considered risk-free.
That has Lau Silva rather concerned.
The NDG resident, whose son has his bedroom in the basement of their home, has decided to test her home for radon levels. Silva had breast cancer in 2021, and is, understandably, worried for her family’s health. “It is on my mind all the time,” she says.
Some areas in Montreal West, {span}Côte Saint-Luc{/span}, and NDG exceed the Canadian guidelines by anywhere from three to 15 percent, depending. In Silva’s case, the kit the city had given her proved inconclusive, so she and her husband bought their own Health Canada-approved kit. She found that radon levels in her home fluctuated between 140-300 Bq/m3, cause for some concern.
“I already had breast cancer,” she says, “and of course knowing that we might have something that is risky for our family makes me worry a lot.” She is now cancer-free, but is still undergoing treatment until the end of the year. “But I’m always worried that the cancer can come back.”
At least one of her neighbours is also testing. But others, Silva says, do not seem to be worried. She feels they should be, though, and says more people should be testing their homes.
Health Canada says that radon exposure is responsible for about 16 percent of lung cancer deaths in Canada. There are more than 3,000 lung cancer deaths related to radon each year.
That is what led Martin Tremblay to install a special radon venting system in his home.
Tremblay lives in Mirabel. Like many others, he started working from home during the pandemic. His home office is in his basement. He had heard an interview on Radio-Canada with a man who contracted lung cancer due to radon in his home. That man died before the interview aired.
Tremblay got himself a Health Canada-approved testing kit, and found radon levels of 600-800 Bq/m3. So, he had a venting system installed at a cost of about $3,000. His friends told him he was wasting his money. But since then, the radon levels in his home have gone down to below the national standard, around 19 to 30 Bq/m3. He still works in his basement.
The Quebec government suggests testing in the fall and winter months, when homes are less ventilated, and gases tend to “stack up” inside. A passive monitor is considered the most accurate. There are a few different models on the market, along with electronic versions that provide an immediate, though less accurate, reading.
In the case of higher-than-average radon concentration, homeowners may want to either take DIY measures, like sealing foundation cracks and other openings, or hiring a contractor to install a venting system like Tremblay did. n



