
What can you do to reduce the 
amount of hazardous products in 
your home?
Use multi-purpose cleaners.
Contrary to what advertisers would have you 
believe, you do not need a different product 
to clean each surface in your home. There 
are many products that will clean a variety 
of different surfaces. Multi-purpose cleaners 
can reduce the number of cleaners you use, 
reduce the number of hazardous products in 
your home, and save you money, too! Read 
and follow label directions carefully.

Buy the least harmful product available.
Do you know the difference between a 
product that is labeled poison and one that 
is labeled dangerous? These signal words 
are regulated by the federal government. 
Products containing hazardous substances 
must be labeled as such. The front label must 
include a warning and a description of the 
hazard. Look for key words on labels and use 
the least hazardous product.

	 Caution		  mild/moderately toxic
	 Warning		  moderately toxic
	 Danger			  extremely flammable,  
							       corrosive or highly toxic
	 Poison			   highly toxic

The product must include a statement telling 
you how to avoid the hazard and how to use 
the product safely.

To reduce the danger in your home, buy 
cleaners labeled “warning” or “caution” on the 
label. These products are less harmful.

When reading the label do not be fooled by 
the words “non-toxic.” This is an advertising 
term. It is not defined by the federal govern-
ment, so it can be used on toxic products.

It is important that you know as much as 
possible about products before you use them 
so that you can protect yourself and your 
family. If a product label does not give a list 
of ingredients or adequate instructions for its 
safe use, choose another product.

Use preventative measures.
There is an old saying that an ounce of pre-
vention is worth a pound of cure. That is true 
for cleaning and polishing. If soil is allowed 
to accumulate, removing it becomes more 
difficult. Wiping up spills when they occur 
can prevent stains and eliminate the need 
for tough specialty cleaners, which often are 
more toxic and more harmful to surfaces.

For example, harsh abrasives gradually 
scratch and chlorine bleach can dull the shiny 
finishes of sinks, bathtubs, and appliances 
with porcelain enamel surfaces. Once the 
surface becomes dull and rough, it will get 
dirty faster and stain deeper. Then it becomes 
almost impossible to keep clean.

Wipe away grease and spills in the oven after 
each use, or put a liner on the oven bottom to 
catch spills and you can reduce the need for 
an oven cleaner.

Cover sink and shower drains with a screen 
to keep out food scraps and hair. Don’t pour 
grease down the drain. Collect it in an empty 
can and put it in the trash. These steps will 
reduce your need for a drain cleaner.

Open windows to air out the house occasional-
ly to avoid the use of chemical air fresheners.

Use less toxic, homemade products.
One way to get a safer product is to make it 
yourself. Homemade products have definite 
advantages, but they also have disadvantages. 
Be sure to consider the following:

What do you gain by making your own products?

Economy - Many of the ingredients are inex-
pensive, so you may save money over time.

Storage space - Many of the ingredients are 
common household products you already 
have, and you can mix up small batches so 
that you do not have to store many products.

Control of the chemicals in your home - 
Since you mix them, you decide the amount 
and type of chemicals in the cleaning products.

Safety - Homemade products generally have 
less toxic chemicals in them. They are safer for 
you, the air in your home stays cleaner, and 
disposal of these products is less dangerous.

What are the problems related to 
homemade products?
They may take longer to clean effectively. 
Since they may not be as strong, they may 
take more time to work. You may need to let 
the product “sit” on the surface for longer 
than usual, or you may have to go over a 
surface several times.

More elbow grease may be required. You may 
have to scrub harder.

They may not clean as well. If you have used 
harsh cleaners on surfaces over a long period 
of time, the surface may be scratched. Then 
you will need strong chemicals to truly clean 
deep stains.

If you decide to make your own cleaners, you 
must use and store them safely. While the 
ingredients in homemade cleaners are safer, 
they are not all non-toxic. Keep these guide-
lines in mind:

1.	 Be careful what chemicals you mix. Some 
chemicals, such as chlorine bleach and 
ammonia, produce a very toxic gas if they 
are mixed together.

2.	 Do not mix more than a month’s supply 
at a time. The chemicals may lose their 
effectiveness.

3.	 Mix solutions in a well-ventilated area
4.	 Store all cleaning solutions out of the 

reach of children.
5.	 Store solutions in unused, store-bought 

containers. Use permanent storage 
containers which are kept in a permanent 
location. Never put them in old food 
containers. They may interact with residue 
from the original contents, or they may 
be mistaken for food or beverage.

6.	 Label containers carefully. This is especially 
important if other people in your home 
clean or have access to the cleaners.

Managing Hazardous Cleaners
It may be impossible for you to eliminate 
hazardous cleaning products in your home, 
but you can still reduce the risk to your family 
and your environment by making wise buying 
decisions and by handling products properly.

When Buying:
1.	 Read labels. Make sure the product will 

do what you want and that you will feel 
safe using it. If the ingredients are not 
listed, choose another brand.

2.	 Select the least hazardous product. Let 
the signal words - poison, danger, warning, 
or caution - be your guide.

3.	 Buy only as much as you need and use it 
up in a short period of time.

4.	 Avoid aerosol products. Choose the pump 
spray or another alternative. Aerosols have 
toxic propellants which can explode. Also, 
the fine mist is more easily inhaled.

5.	 Choose water-based paint, glue, shoe 
polish, and similar products rather than 
solvent-based products.

Many household products sold contain 
toxic ingredients. Drain cleaners, oven 

cleaners, pesticides, and furniture 
polish are examples. Improperly 

used, these products can endanger 
our health and the air quality in our 

homes. Dispose of them improperly and 
they can pollute our drinking water.
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When Using:
1.	 Read the directions and follow them. 

Using more of a product does not mean 
you will get better results.

2.	 Wear protective equipment, such as 
rubber gloves, as recommended by the 
manufacturer.

3.	 Handle products carefully to avoid spills. 
Keep the container closed tightly when it is 
not being used to avoid fumes and spills.

4.	 Use products in well-ventilated areas. 
When working indoors, open windows 
and use a fan to circulate the air toward the 
outside. Take plenty of fresh-air breaks.

5.	 Do not drink, or smoke while using haz-
ardous products. Traces of chemicals can 
be carried from hand to mouth.

6.	 Do not mix products unless directions 
say you can do so safely. Even different 
brands of the same product may contain 
incompatible ingredients.

7.	 If you are pregnant, avoid exposure to 
toxic chemicals. Many toxic products 
have not been tested for their effect on 
an unborn infant.

8.	 Do not wear soft contact lenses when 
working with solvents and pesticides. 
They can absorb and hold the chemicals 
next to your eyes.

9.	 Carefully and tightly seal products when 
you finish. Escaping fumes can be harmful 
and you will avoid spills.

10.	 Use common sense.

When Storing:
1.	 Follow label directions.
2.	 Leave the product in its original container 

with the original label attached.
3.	 Never store hazardous products in food 

or beverage containers.
4.	 Make sure lids and caps are tightly sealed.
5.	 Store hazardous products on high shelves 

or in locked cabinets out of the reach of 
children and animals.

6.	 Store incompatible products separately. 
Keep flammable products away from 
corrosive products.

7.	 Use volatile products - those that warn of 
vapors and fumes - in a well-ventilated area.

8.	 Keep containers dry to prevent rusting.
9.	 Store rags used with flammable products, 

such as furniture stripper and paint re-
mover, in a sealed, marked container.

10.	 Keep flammable products away from 
heat, sparks, or sources of ignition.

11.	 Know where flammable materials are located 
in your home, and know how to extinguish 
them. Keep a fire extinguisher or materials to 
control fires where you can get to them.

12.	 Never store hazardous products in the 
same area as food.

Cleaning Recipes for a Healthy Home
One way you can reduce the number of haz-
ardous products you have in your home is to 
make your own cleaning products. Below are 
a few household cleaning recipes:

General Cleaning (windows, mirrors, floors, 
counters): Add 1/2 cup white vinegar to a 
bucket of hot water. This will clean, freshen 
and cut through grease on most surfaces. Salt 
can be added for heavy duty scouring and 
borax can be added if plain water and vinegar 
is not enough.

Air Freshener- There are several ways to 
freshen your home. First, keep the house clean 
and well ventilated, take advantage of moderate 
temperatures and air out your rooms during 
the day. Growing household plants will help 
filter the air in your home. To remove odors 
from trash cans, pour a little baking soda into 
the bottom. To absorb odors, pour vinegar into 
an open bowl and add several tablespoons of 
baking soda and place around your home, or 
even in the refrigerator. Simmer sweet-scented 
herbs or spices (cinnamon, cloves, lavender, 
mint or vanilla) in an open pan of water.

Furniture and Copper Polish: Mix vegetable 
oil with a little lemon juice or the squeezed oil 
from a fresh lemon peel to make an effective 
and fragrant furniture polish. Mixing lemon juice 
with salt makes an excellent copper cleaner.

Heavy Duty Scouring: Mixing salt or borax 
with baking soda can clean, deodorize and 
scour most of the bathroom, if used with a 
sponge or stiff scrub brush.

Jewelry Cleaner: By using a small amount of 
toothpaste on an old toothbrush, jewelry will 
sparkle and shine. Scrub with toothpaste and 
rinse jewelry well with warm water.

Launder Clothing: Use soap flakes or powder 
rather than detergent. For an extra cleaning 
boost, use 1/3 to 1/2 cup of borax. If you have 
hard water, add baking soda as needed. 
Biodegradable, non-detergent soap can be 
purchased at a natural or health food store, or 
at larger grocery stores.
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