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Bill Brief: SB 1511 with the –A7 

Combatting Radon in Our Schools 
 
 
 
Background on Radon: 
 
Radon is a naturally occurring gas that seeps into buildings from the surrounding soil.  The EPA ranks 
indoor radon exposure among the most serious environmental health problems facing us today. After 
smoking, it is the second leading cause of lung cancer in the United States; it’s the leading cause of lung 
cancer among non-smokers.  We cannot see, taste, or smell radon.  The only way to discover if high 
levels of radon are present is through testing. 
 
The EPA recommends that schools be tested periodically (every 10 years) for radon, since they are 
places where children, teachers and other school personnel spend hours each day.  Since radon levels 
can vary within short distances, the EPA recommends the testing of all frequently used rooms on and 
below ground level. 
 
Some school districts in Oregon have been aggressive in testing their buildings, but not all of them have 
been able to do so, even though the test kits are inexpensive ($4 per room) when purchased in bulk.  
 
The SB 1511 Approach: 
 
Because some schools may not have tested due to the cost, and because we all have an interest in 
making sure that children are not exposed to this health hazard, SB 1511 provides cost sharing between 
school districts and the Oregon Health Authority. 
 
SB 1511 takes the route of focusing on schools that intend to do major structural building renovation 
projects (costing more than $50,000) and significant changes to their HVAC systems.  This will 
significantly limit the number of schools affected by the requirement to test.  It places the responsibility 
of providing the test kits onto the OHA’s existing radon program.  We would encourage districts to 
mitigate rooms that show excessive radon, but not require them to do so.  If they do, that will be at 
district expense. 
 
SB 1511 links radon testing to construction projects because radon mitigation while the building is 
already “opened up” is a more effective use of public resources and more cost-effective than having to 
go back and do the work retroactively. In addition to several school districts having recently passed 
construction bonds, the Legislature has recently passed two initiatives that provide resources for school 
renovation: the Cool Schools bonding passed in 2011 and the seismic upgrades passed in 2013. While 
energy conservation and HVAC upgrades will save long term operation costs, the “tightening” a 
building for energy efficiency—thereby eliminating air flow to the outside—can have the detrimental 
effect of trapping radon and making it more of a problem.   
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Under SB 1511, the OHA will identify projects that meet the criteria and arrange with the school district 
to place the provided test kits in the first-floor rooms of any buildings that will have work done.  
Buildings that have already had testing done within five years will be exempt from this requirement.  If 
the school chooses to mitigate, OHA will also provide follow-up test kits to ensure that the mitigation 
has been successful.   
 
The goal is to keep the process as simple and inexpensive as possible for the districts, while allowing 
them to benefit from the expertise and oversight of the OHA.   
 
SB1511 was passed out of the Senate Environment and Natural Resources Committee without 
recommendation because of a problem with the way the -4 amendments were drafted.  All members of 
the committee support the -A7 amendments. 


