
“Is there a standard that must be met to verify 
we’ve successfully cleaned up everything after 
a fire?”

This is the question I needed to answer after 
three separate management companies 
called me for help in the wake of a fire in their 
buildings. Thankfully, they were all very small 
fires and didn’t cause much damage, but they 
did impact people on several floors. Now, after 
a fire, you need to get the level of 2.5 micron 
particles low enough that whatever may be in 
the air shouldn’t impact people with allergies or 
asthma, but one client wanted to know if there 
was an official standard they needed to meet 
regarding soot and char. 

When no well-known standards came to 
mind, I did some research, combing through 
standards outlined by various organizations, 
including trade associations and fire-restoration 
contractors. Ultimately, I determined that while 
there are standards for soot and char in A/C 
units — which we address more in depth this 
issue on page three — there is no standard for 
the breathing zone, or the space in between 
the floor and the ceiling. 

Later, one of my client’s tenants contacted 
another company about the matter. This 
company claimed there was a standard for the 
breathing zone and that their devices could 
take care of it. Understandably concerned 
about receiving conflicting information, my 
client reached out to me again. 

When I asked about this other company, I 
learned they were an A/C company who 
typically dealt with residential properties, 
meaning they had no real experience in 
commercial buildings. To help determine if this 
company was qualified to address the situation, 
or if they were just seeing a opportunity to 

make money and throwing out nonsense to 
get the job, I presented my client with a set of 
questions to ask this company:

• Have they solved a similar problem in  
the past?

• What kind of training does their  
staff have? 

• What can they confidently observe and 
measure? 

• Do they have experience evaluating this 
specific kind of issue?

• Are they qualified to inspect the HVAC 
system, tenant space, and above-ceiling 
areas? 

• Do they understand what the MSDS 
(material safety data sheet) is  
telling them? 

• What are they capable of testing, and are 
those test scientifically valid? 

These are pretty basic questions that any 
qualified company should be able to answer 

with confidence. In the case with my client, he 
let me know that company gave him a vague 
response, and refusal to answer the questions 
didn’t leave him with a “warm, fuzzy feeling.” 
Following his gut, my client decided against 
using their services — a smart move, if you 
ask me. An unqualified company might have 
looked at results and interpreted them to 
mean the client needed to spend more money 
cleaning up than he needed to. Or, perhaps 
worse, they may have told him everything was 
fine when it really wasn’t, leaving him open to 
liability should someone get sick.  

When hiring someone, whether it’s for 
indoor air quality or mold investigation or fire 
restoration, it’s important to interview them 
and determine if they have the ability to solve 
your problem — or if they’re letting financial 
motivation drive their claims. Asking a few 
questions like these can help disqualify a poor 
candidate and keep you from really getting 
burned. 

A SERIES OF QUESTIONS  
HOW TO DETERMINE IF A COMPANY IS WORTH YOUR TIME

An innovative new product, the Slice Planner, 
seeks to meld paper planners with the digital 
landscape by offering a two-part solution: a 
beautiful physical planner and an intuitive 
smartphone app. 

The Planner

Available in soft and hardcover, the Slice 
Planner’s Swedish paper is comfortable 

to write on and works well even with 
fountain pens. Additionally, one of the 
most innovative designs Slice Planner 
offers is utilizing a circular diagram that 
mimics a clock face over the standard 
calendar grid. The team behind Slice 
Planner selected this design because 
“it takes less effort to focus on what’s 
going to happen and when it’s going 
to happen.” 

The App

Slice Planner’s free iOS/Android app 
acts as a compliment to your current 
digital calendar, providing additional 
features and flexibility. Additional 
information can be added to an event 
or shared via email cloud as easily as 
making a mark on the planner page. The app 
even double checks your current schedule and 
alerts you of any conflicts. The Slice Planner 
is scheduled to hit the market March 2017, 

and early reviews have praised the intuitive 
program and innovative design. At the very 
least, those fond of using paper planners will 
love the quality of the Slice Planner.

A SLICE OF LIFE 
BRIDGING THE GAP BETWEEN DIGITAL CALENDARS AND PHYSICAL PLANNERS
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You can try all the scheduling and prioritization tricks in 
the world, but none of it matters unless you actually follow 
through on the tasks you’re supposed to do. It’s one thing 
to block out time on your calendar, but it’s something else 
entirely to make efficient use of the time you’ve allotted.

For example, say you set aside an hour in the afternoon to do 
some paperwork. This isn’t the most fun activity in the world — 
in fact, if you’re being totally honest, you’d rather beat your head 
against the wall for 60 minutes than process that paperwork. 

So when you sit down at the scheduled time to work, your 
mind inevitably wanders. You decide to go pour yourself some 
coffee. You check news headlines. By the time you get started, 
the time you’ve set aside has been cut in half, and then you start 
hemming and hawing about whether or not you should just 
reschedule for when you have more time.

Sound familiar? To overcome the tendency to waste time, 
you should use a timer to create what’s known as “workload 
containment units.” Essentially, you’re making small commitments 
to work on a task for a contained period of time, such as 30 
minutes. You focus on the joyless task at hand with a timer 
going, knowing that you’ve allotted only that amount of time 
for the work you have to do. The commitment is crucial, because 
otherwise, you’ll find yourself floating in and out of work for 
much longer than necessary.

Besides accountability, the timer is great because it can help 
you accurately keep track of how long things take to complete. 
Then, when you’re planning out your day or your week, you can 
predict how much time you’ll need for everything. And if you find 
some tasks taking a lot longer than they should, you can consider 
changing your approach — maybe it’s time to delegate or 
automate those tasks. As for the timer you use, if you find it easy 
to get distracted, go with a physical egg timer instead of a timer 
on your phone or computer. 

Lastly, remember to break down tasks into small enough 
increments that they’re doable in short bursts. In the earlier 
example, instead of looking at paperwork as a massive project, 
break it down into just a few tasks at a time. When the work 
is bite-sized and you have a timer holding you accountable, 
progress should come a whole lot easier.  

Client Spotlight DIY Danger? 
From Pinterest to the DIY Network, we live in the era of do-it-yourself 
projects. This can be great for wedding planning or retiling your 
bathroom, but when it comes to your health, some things should be left 
in the hands of experts. DIY mold test kits boast a cheap, quick option for 
monitoring your building’s indoor air quality, but there are a number of 
reasons why DIY mold kits may be doing more harm than good: 

No Expiration Dates

It’s almost impossible to determine how long a mold test kit has been 
sitting on a warehouse shelf. Few kits list an expiration date, meaning 
you could be wasting money on agar in the petri dish that’s not viable 
anymore. 

Dead Spores

Settling plates produce results via mold spores growing in the agar. 
However, this only shows the presence of live spores. Dead spores, which 
can still negatively impact a person’s health, would settle in the petri dish 
completely undetected. 

Characteristics of Different Molds

There are many species of mold, each with varying characteristics. Certain 
types of mold are much heavier, meaning they’ll settle in the petri dish 
and start growing faster. Meanwhile, other, lighter varieties of mold, 
including water damage indicators, may not settle in the dish during the 
sampling period. 

Some Mold Occurs Naturally

There are many types of mold which occur naturally in a given 
environment. This is why professional indoor air quality experts will 
take multiple samples in both the area suspected of being infected and 

surrounding areas so they can compare the results. DIY mold kits rarely 
offer extra plates or provide instructions for collecting additional samples.

Lab Inaccuracies

Sampling plates only determine if there is live mold present in an area. 
They don’t identify the type of mold — you would need to send the 
sampling plate to a testing lab for an additional fee. The problem is 
you don’t know how qualified the lab is to run these tests, or if they’re 
accredited by a recognized organization. Even if the lab is reliable, the 
process of shipping the plate can damage the sample and produce a false 
negative or a false positive.

DIY mold test kits can be tempting as quick and cost-saving products, 
but when examined with a critical eye, it’s clear they can be extremely 
expensive in the long run.

For 18 years I have been representing building owners and landlords 
in all sorts of matters, from landlord/tenant law to litigation and 
defense. My firm has become the go-to for landlords throughout 
Houston and across the state of Texas. When you have a client 
relying on you, it’s important to provide quality information. While I 
am an expert in law, there are other areas outside my field that come 
up in cases. During these times, I need to reach out to businesses 
like Building Air Quality to get advice from experts like Travis West. 

Travis was referred to me a couple years ago by a well-respected 
member of the real estate industry. Since then, Travis has provided 
excellent service and valuable information every time I have called 
for help. When issues arise between a tenant and the building 
owner or landlord, allegations of environmental health hazards are 
common complaints. I’ll reach out to Travis when we need someone 
to investigate a site for our client, review a report generated by a 
plaintiff, or provide general consultation regarding indoor air quality. 

Not only is Travis one of the most responsive professionals I work 
with, he’s also extremely knowledgeable. As an expert in the IAQ 
field, it doesn’t take him long to identify mistakes in a report. It’s 
great to be able to give Travis a report and watch him find the flaws 
and tear the whole report apart. More than once, he identified 
when testing was not conducted in a way that met industry 
standards, proving any of the claims being made were completely 
unsubstantiated. 

My clients have a lot of money on the line in their cases. We want 
to have the right resources in place to protect clients’ interests, 
and Travis has proven to be a key resource countless times. I have 
referred Travis’s services on many occasions because I know when it 
comes to IAQ, he’s the go-to guy you want on your side. 

Time Is of 
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GET THINGS DONE
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