
Benefits of Certified Green Cleaning Supplies
A Fact Sheet for School Administrators and Parents

Why do cleaning supplies matter?
Healthy air is essential for any classroom.Healthy air is essential for any classroom. Yet a Department of Education survey showed that 1 in 5 U.S. 
public schools have unsatisfactory indoor air quality, and 1 in 4 have inadequate ventilation [1]. A 2004 
California Air Resources Board study found that nearly all classrooms tested contained hazardous con-
taminants such as formaldehyde at levels above government guidelines [2]. Some of these exposures 
stem from the very products used to keep schools clean. Children and staff are exposed to chemicals in 
traditional cleaning supplies that have been tied to asthma, cancer, reproductive and developmental tox-
icity, hormone disruption, and neurotoxicity.

One successful strategy for improving classroom air is cleaning schools with certified green cleaning 
supplies that must meet health and environmental standards. Eight states have passed laws requiring or 
encouraging use of green cleaning supplies in schools.

Green cleaning supplies dramatically reduce air pollution:
In EWG-sponsored tests that compared cleaning a model classroom using three ordinary cleaners with In EWG-sponsored tests that compared cleaning a model classroom using three ordinary cleaners with 
three certified green products, “green cleaning” released less than one-sixth the total air pollution emitted 
by conventional cleaning. Individual product tests show that on average, certified green general purpose 
cleaners tested emitted less than one-fifth as many air contaminants as ordinary products and contained 
just one-quarter as many chemicals tied to serious health concerns [3].

Green cleaning supplies do not contain ingredients known to cause asthma:
Asthma is the most common chronic disease among school-aged children and the leading cause of Asthma is the most common chronic disease among school-aged children and the leading cause of 
school absences due to chronic illness [4, 5]. Work-related asthma is also high for teachers, instructional 
aides and janitors [6]. Several studies suggest that occupational and home use of conventional cleaning 
products is associated with increased risk of asthma [6-9]. Certified green cleaning supplies are prohib-
ited from containing ingredients that cause asthma and have limits on some chemicals that exacerbate 
existing asthma.

Green cleaning supplies reduce unnecessary use of harmful “antibacterial” agents:
Certified green hand soaps do not contain antibacterial ingredients. A U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
scientific advisory panel determined that “antibacterial” soaps are no better than regular soaps at killing 
germs or limiting the spread of infection [10]. The American Medical Association recommends avoiding 
“antibacterial” products at home, as they may promote bacterial resistance to antibiotics [11]. Triclosan, 
an antibacterial agent often found in liquid hand soap, may disrupt thyroid and estrogen hormones [12, 
13] and forms toxic byproducts in tap water and the environment [14, 15]. The Centers for Disease Con-
trol has found that triclosan contaminates the bodies of 75 percent of thetrol has found that triclosan contaminates the bodies of 75 percent of the American population [16]. 

Green cleaning supplies perform well and are safer for workers:
Certified green cleaners must meet independent performance standards assuring they are effective. 
They also meet standards that address health and safety concerns for workers. These include criteria for 
acute and inhalation toxicity, absorption through the skin, and combustibility. Certified products must 
have safety labels, and training is available to ensure workers use them safely. Conventional cleaners 
can pose far greater safety risks to custodians, especially from injuries such as chemical burns to eyes 
and skin. Nationally, custodial chemical injuries cost on the order of $25 million each year in lost time and 
workers’ compensation [17]. 
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Green cleaning supplies do not contain chemicals of concern common in traditional cleaning products:
• carcinogens, mutagens, and reproductive toxins - identified by state, national and international authorities 
as known, probable, reasonably anticipated or possible human toxins.
• heavy Metals -  such as lead and cadmium that can cause neurodevelopmental damage in children [18] and 
cancer [19]. Floor finishes in particular may contain heavy metals as hardening agents.
•• 2-butoxyethanol - a widely-used solvent that damages red blood cells, causing anemia [20]. It may also be a 
carcinogen and reproductive toxin [20]. Typical home cleaning using 2-butoxyethanol products leads to air con-
tamination exceeding established health-based limits for the workplace [21]. 
• phthalates - frequently found in fragrances in cleaning products. Dibutyl phthalate is also used in floor finishes 
and window cleaners. Children exposed to phthalates in indoor settings face increased risk of asthma and aller-
gies [22]. Numerous studies find that people exposed to higher levels of phthalates face increased risk of male re-
productive system abnormalities [23] and hormone disruption [24, 25].
• alkylphenol ethoxylates - common detergent-like ingredients that break down into potent hormone-disruptors 
called alkylphenols [26]. A Centers for Disease Control study found that the bodies of at least 51 percent of Ameri-
cans are contaminated by alkylphenols [27]. The E.U. and Canada have banned these chemicals in cleaners.

Green cleaning costs the same:
Green cleaning need not cost more – in fact, some schools have saved money by making the switch. In California, 
Fairfield-Suisun Unified School District officials estimate that green cleaning saved them as much as 20 percent 
[28]. Schools can save by simplifying their cleaning product inventory, using concentrated products and automatic 
dilution to reduce waste and by taking advantage of long-term supply contracts [29].

NewNew York and Illinois, the first states to mandate green cleaning in schools, have seen no cost rises [29]. The New 
York State Office of General Services has not heard any complaints from the state’s ~750 school districts about 
the cost of green cleaners. Only four of Illinois’ nearly 900 districts have requested exemptions from green clean-
ing requirements due to economic hardship.
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