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YELLOW FLOORS?
When an expensive, gray tile floor begins turning yellow in areas where runners (mats) have been in place, a facility manager may panic.  Every facility needs runners at the entrances, so the only solution is to find a way to remove the yellowish stain.

As he was purchasing a new type of runner, Charles Cary, at Penn State University, wanted to head off the persistent yellowing problems he had experienced with existing mats.

Cary contacted Facility Maintenance Online, Cleaning and Maintenance Management’s site on the World Wide Web for help.

He had already stripped the floor three times but still couldn’t get rid of the discoloration.  He considered bleaching the problem spots but was reluctant to try it because he didn’t want to damage the university’s expensive vinyl composition tile (VCT).

The yellowing beneath matting is created by oils and plasticizers migrating out of the mat backing, according to Jeff Wooldridge, assistant manager of building services at Colorado State University.  Wooldridge says that it is best to stay away from rubber-backed mats because they stain the floor quickly.

To combat the problem, Wooldridge advises that the first step is to have cleaning workers strip the areas to remove finishes and sealers.  Some of the yellowing may be suspended in the old film.

Next, the workers should deep scrub with a degreaser, Wooldridge says.  This physically removes some surface material and will leach out some of the chemical mat residue in the flooring.  If the floor begins getting lighter, repeat the steps until no further progress is made.

If all else fails, Wooldridge says, workers could try scrubbing the area with a 5 percent solution of citric acid – but not the oil used for degreasing.  Instead, use the crystalline form.

Gordon H. Walk, janitorial foreman at the Behrend College, Erie, PA, says that yellowing is caused by placing the mat on the floor too soon after applying floor finish.

Walk says that the finish-curing process is not complete until somewhere between 48 and 72 hours after application.  When chemicals evaporate from the finish, they come into contact with the backing, and the reaction causes yellowing.     

Another approach is to take up runners every night and clean the floor to prevent yellowing, suggest Michael O’Brien, assistant director of facilities for Monroe County Community College, Rochester, NY.  This is especially important when dealing with winter weather.

Mats cause yellowing on many floor surfaces because the runners have ultraviolet inhibitors, according to Jeff Bishop of Clean Care Seminars, Inc., Dothan, AL.  If the mats trap moisture underneath – usually when replaced too soon on the freshly cleaned surface – microorganisms will grow in that environment.

Bishop urges using care with oxygen bleach.  If it is in powdered form, it is probably sodium perborate, which converts to some percentage of hydrogen peroxide in water.  It’s relatively safe to use on VCT, but it does require a great of time – hours in some cases – to work sufficiently, he adds.

What do you do when you see yellowish stains on the floor, follow the experts’ advice for removal and still have no luck?  

Joseph McCarron, director of buildings and grounds for a public school district in Wisconsin, says that he began experimenting on flooring that was to be demolished and found an easy solution to his yellowing problems.

After stripping the floor, McCarron’s cleaning workers soaked it with oxygen bleach for 20 minutes.  After seeing how much the flooring lightened up, McCarron had the crews repeat the procedure until no further change could be detected.
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