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PLANTS THAT CLEAN THE AIR REFRESH THE WINTER HOME 

By Kitty Angell

Aransas/San Patricio County Master Gardener

Since autumn in this part of the state usually lasts from Tuesday to Thursday, windows will soon be shut for the winter, if they aren’t already. Energy conscious homeowners strive to create airtight homes. This also creates a silent problem called “indoor air pollution.” It is one of the top five environmental health threats in America and the main culprit in the rising incidences of asthma, according to the Environmental Protection Agency. 

Unhealthy chemicals found in an airtight environment include the following:

Formaldehyde: Found in carpeting, foam insulation, household cleaners, furniture, water repellents, particle-board or pressed-wood products, and paper goods including grocery bags, waxed paper, facial tissue and paper towels.

Benzene: Found in detergents, gasoline, inks, oils, plastics, synthetic fibers, pharmaceuticals, and rubber products.

Trichloroethylene: Found in adhesives, dry cleaning, inks, paints, varnishes, and lacquers.

These carcinogenic chemical pollutants can cause allergies, fatigue, itchy eyes, throat irritations, and headaches in humans. The good news is that certain houseplants (at a rate of two per 100 square feet of floor space) can absorb up to 85% of these pollutants offering safer, cleaner air. 

Research conducted by Dr. William Wolverton at NASA and later on his own with the Plants for Clean Air Council revealed that certain common houseplants provide a natural, low-tech, cost effective means to clean indoor air.  As a plus, plants also increase the oxygen content indoors. 

Some houseplants attack several different pollutants and some are better for one. Boston Fern, Dwarf Date Palm, and Weeping Fig (ficus), not only remove, but metabolize formaldehyde, benzene, xylene, ammonia, and carbon monoxide. 

 Boston ferns, as well as Corn Plant, Mother-in-Law’s Tongue, Poinsettia, Philodendron, Aloe Vera, and Bamboo Palm help neutralize formaldehyde. Plants like English Ivy, Chrysanthemum, Gerbera Daisy, Janet Craig Dracaena and Peace Lily are good for removing benzene from the air. Trichloroethylene (TCE) can be removed with small palms, often referred to as “parlor palms” such as the areca and the lady palm, and Chrysanthemum, Gerbera Daisy, Warneck’s Dracaena, and Dragon Tree.

There are more than 50 common houseplants that help make your home environment healthy. Nocturnal plants, such as orchids and bromeliads, open their leaf pores at night to remove toxins. The Chinese Evergreen, Aloe Vera, and Earth Star are other houseplants with air cleaning qualities. By releasing water vapor through their leaves, plants create convection currents in the air that draw volatile organic compounds down to the soil where microorganisms biodegrade them, and also inhibit molds. Plants also absorb airborne chemicals and break them down. It is said in Chinese medicine that houseplants are excellent at absorbing dirty “qi” and giving off beneficial “qi”. 

If you have indoor pets, take caution to use plants that are safe for animals, or place the plant in an area the pet cannot reach. Indoor plants that that have a toxic effect on pets (especially cats) include Chinese Evergreen, English Ivy, Aloe Vera, Peace Lily, Poinsettia, Mother-in-Law’s Tongues, Philodendron, and Warneck’s Dracaena. Refer to the ASPCA Animal Poison Control Center Web site for further information: http://www.aspca.org on plants that are toxic to pets and children.  

Lush, living plants beautify a home, and purify the indoor air. Air purifying plants are some of the easiest to grow and most attractive to use for interior decorating. A great gift for friends and family, air purifying plants come with the added bonus of making everyone breathe a little easier! 
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