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preventable absences due to asthma in 2001.%° Asthma costs California approximately $1.3 billion per year, with
Medi-Cal paying approximately 45% of the cost of care for children.?*

Have schools experienced other benefits from using certified “green” cleaning products?

Yes. According to Francis Kennedy, Custodial Supervisor for Fairfield-Suisun USD, there is often additional,
unquantified “savings in better indoor air quality, fewer job injuries due to toxic chemicals, and less damage to
the facilities because of spills or misuse of the toxic product.”? Mary Curtin, an RN at Martinez Unified School
District, noted that “The green products will most likely save district money with diminished school absences
and improved employees’ health....The dilution machines also cut down cleaning time.”? Using green cleaners
contributes to better indoor air quality, which the U.S. EPA has documented has numerous benefits for student
academic achievement.?

What are the experiences of schools in New York and Illinois, where laws were adopted requiring
schools to use certified environmentally preferable cleaners?

Kurt Larson of the New York State Office of General Services Environmental Services Unit, spearheading
implementation of New York’s 2005 Green Cleaning in Schools Lastated that his office has not heard
complaints from schools about the cost of green cleaners. “Since there are about 750 school districts in the state,
if the requirement to use certified green cleaners was onerous, we would likely be hearing about it,” Larson said.
“Anecdotally, we’re hearing that the green cleaning products work effectively and last longer because they are
concentrated and the dispensing systems are more accurate. In addition, the new products are usually
implemented in conjunction with a comprehensive green cleaning program, often reducing the number of
cleaning products required, which saves money.”?

Prior to passage of the Illinois Green Clean Schools Act in 2007, several cleaning product manufacturers and
distributors testified that green cleaning programs are cost-neutral. Nevertheless, the legislation was written to
include an exemption clause that addresses the concern some schools had about costs. This clause — similar to
the language in AB821 — allows schools to opt out of the law’s green cleaning requirements if they determine
that it would increase their cleaning costs. Mark Bishop of the Chicago-based Healthy Schools Campaign noted,
“In follow up discussions with more than 25 districts, not a single facility manager told us that their costs
increased. Most of the facility managers we spoke to said that while some elements of the green cleaning
program cost more, some elements cost less; overall, green cleaning resulted in no additional cost. Additionally,
as of April 2, 2009, the State of Illinois has received only four notices of schools determining that green
cleaning is not economically feasible [out of nearly 900 districts in the state].”?

20 Saving Lives and Money through Children’s Asthma Care Management, Community Health Works, 7/21/2006; Dana Hughes, Mary
Kreger, Vicki Legion. http://www.communityhealthworks.org/CACM/ and California DHS Guidelines for the Management of Asthma in
California Schools, April 2004. www.caasthma.org/files/dhsASTHMAguidelinesFINAL.pdf.

21Community Health Works, Ibid.

2 Francis Kennedy, Custodial Supervisor of the Fairfield-Suisun Unified School District; email correspondence, March 31, 2009.

2 Mary Curtin, RN, Martinez Unified School District Respiratory Nurse; supranote 13.

24 school Facilities and Their Impact on Learning, U.S. EPA, accessed April 15, 2009.
ww.epa.gov/iag/schooldesign/impactonlearning.html

% Kurt Larson, New York State Office of General Services Environmental Services Unit; personal communication with Alicia Culver,
GPI; April 10, 2009.

% Mark Bishop, Deputy Director, Healthy Schools Campaign, Communication to Deborah Moore, GSI, re: AB821, April 3, 2009.
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Cleaning for Healthy Schools:

How green cleaning can save money, boost
student achievement, and safequard health

By Deborah Moore, Executive Director, Green Schools Initiative

Health Hazards of Cleaning Products

More than 1 in 5 Californians —
including over 6 million children — are
heading back to school in the next few
weeks. Alarmingly, the California Air
Resources Board found significant envi-
ronmental health problems in many of
California’s classroomsi, some of which
stem from cleaning products. While
the budget crisis is wreaking havoc on
schools across the state, especially in
facilities and custodial departments,
improving indoor air quality in schools
through green cleaning programs can
actually save schools money and protect
the health of custodians, teachers, and
students, thereby reducing absenteeism
and improving academic achievement.

The Solution: Cleaning for Healthy
Schools

How can we avoid these hazards?
Many schools are adopting “Cleaning
for Healthy Schools” programs that use
certified “green,” “environmentally prefer-
able,” less-toxic cleaning products and
follow best practices for preventing and
removing dirt and germs. A growing body
of evidence is demonstrating that switch-
ing to “green” cleaners can save schools
money, improve academic achievement
and productivity, and safeguard human
health and the environment.

There are many cleaning products on
the market that manufacturers claim to
be “non-toxic,” “biodegradable” or envi-
ronmentally preferable for some reason.
These claims can be misleading, inac-
curate or incomplete, making it difficult
for schools to determine which products
to buy to best protect workers, students
and the ecosystem. So, what are “green”
cleaners?
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Green Schools Initiative defines
“green” cleaning products as those that
meet independent, third-party certifica-
tion criteria for lesser or reduced effects
on human health and the environment,
as established by a legitimate nationally
recognized program. Green Seal, a U.S.-
based nonprofit organization (www.
greenseal.org), or EcoLogo, a Canadian
program (www.ecologo.org/en), are two
examples of third-party certifiers that
meet this definition. Such independent
programs prevent the manufacturers of
cleaning products from making vague,
unsubstantiated, or misleading “gre-
enwashing” claims that their cleaning
products are safer for workers, children,
and the environment. Certification also
makes it easy for schools to find low-
toxicity cleaning products because they
just have to look for the eco-label rather
than having to evaluate the chemical
ingredients of each product themselves.
Both Green Seal and EcoLogo have

certified hundreds of green cleaning

products under these standards made by
numerous mainstream manufacturers

which schools can often find through
their regular vendors.

Disinfection is still an important part
of any “Cleaning for Health” or “green”
cleaning program. Disinfectants are reg-
istered pesticides that are used on hard
surfaces to destroy infectious fungi and
bacteria. Since both disinfectants and
sanitizers are designed to kill organisms,
it is critical that they be used care-
fully and diluted properly. Since most
germs attach to dirt, surfaces should be
thoroughly cleaned before disinfectants
are applied — rather than cleaning and
disinfecting simultaneously. And the
products must be left on for the re-
quired dwell time to disinfect properly.
Disinfectants are commonly over-used.
Best is to clean first and target disinfec-
tants only in areas that require it.

Continued on page 8
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Continued from page 7
Currently, the U.S. EPA does not

allow registered sanitizers and disin-
fectants to be labeled or marketed as
less-toxic or otherwise “green” products,
although the Canadian government
does allow this. There are a handful of
Green Seal-certified products, most
of which contain hydrogen peroxide,
which are co-labeled as an EPA-reg-
istered sanitizer or disinfectant. This
means that the same product has two
different labels: one indicating that it is
a registered disinfectant or sanitizer and
another containing the Green Seal logo
(but EPA won't allow both claims on
the same bottle or marketing material).
When selecting disinfectants, you
should try to avoid products containing
chlorine bleach and quaternary am-
monium compounds (“quats”). Bleach
is considered hazardous because it is
corrosive. It generally contains sodium
hypochlorite and sodium hydroxide,
which according to the MSDS for a
common bleach product, “may cause
severe irritation or damage to eyes
and skin.” When bleach is mixed with
acids (like vinegar) or other cleaners
(like ammonia) or other ingredients in
cleaners (like surfactants or fragrances),
compounds react and can generate
chlorinated volatile organic compounds
(VOGs). Mixing chlorine bleach and
ammonia together produces a toxic
chlorine gas that can be fatal. Chlorine
that enters wastewater can also con-
tribute to the formation of chlorinated
compounds, some of which are probable
human carcinogens. Quaternary ammo-
nium compounds have been linked to
asthma and hypersensitivity. Registered
peroxide-based disinfectants and effec-
tive cleaning methods, may be adequate
for many situations; however, schools
may still need to use other disinfectants
for specific applications, such as killing
a blood-borne pathogen, containing a
MRSA (methicillin-resistant Staphylo-
coccus aureus , or staph) outbreak, or
complying with specific state or local
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regulations. Know the laws and guide-
lines in your district.

Green Cleaning Practices

One of the most important prin-
ciples of an effective green cleaning
program is: first, keep the dirt out.
Walk-off mats in doorway entries can
prevent mud from being dragged into
classrooms. Second, training on proper
cleaning and disposal practices can help
reduce injury, illness, and pollution.
Third, proper dilution of products is
an important component of safety, as
some chemicals that pose little harm
when diluted can be dangerous in their
concentrated form. Reading and fol-
lowing labels should be emphasized in
all “green cleaning” training workshops.
Also, remember that “clean doesn’t
have an odor” — smells of ammonia or
fragrances (that may contain phthalates
or other toxic compounds) can actually
be harmful!

Another practice to consider when
selecting green cleaning products is that
many are formulated to function as a
system. For example, most environmen-
tally preferable floor finishes and strip-
pers are designed to work in tandem
since many “green” floor polish remov-
ers cannot easily or effectively strip
off “non-green” zinc-containing floor
polish. Therefore, schools wishing to use
Green Seal-certified floor strippers may
need to first remove the old floor pol-
ish with a conventional stripper before
applying a “green” floor polish. They
should also pair the new green floor pol-
ish with an environmentally preferable
floor cleaner, since some conventional
floor cleaners contain chemicals typi-
cally found in floor strippers (such as
Monoethanolamine, which is also an
asthmagen).

Costs: Can I Afford It?

The transition to green cleaning
products and practices — if done prop-
erly — is generally considered to be “cost
neutral” and in many cases can even
save schools money.

Green-certified cleaning products
can save money because they are often
more highly concentrated than conven-
tional cleaning products. Savings are
greatest when schools use automated
equipment to dilute concentrated green
cleaners. In a pilot test conducted by
the Green Purchasing Institute for
the State of Hawaii, two schools in
Honolulu reduced the cost of their
restroom cleaning products from $6-12
per gallon to less than $1 per gallon by
replacing a ready-to-use conventional
product with a highly-concentrated
Green Seal-certified product that is
typically diluted with 64 to 256 parts
water. Harvard University Medical
School replaced its conventional ready-
to-use glass cleaner, which cost $1.50
per quart, with a less-toxic, concen-
trated glass cleaner that cost only $0.25
per quart when diluted.

Several school districts have reported
saving money by reducing the number
of different products they use. Riverside
Military Academy in Gainesville, GA
realized a $280,000 annual savings by
replacing 20 different cleaning products
with a single Green Seal-certified prod-
uct to clean 270 dorm rooms and 100
bathrooms.

Many school districts have saved
money through negotiated procure-
ment contracts. The Novato Unified
School District in Marin County, CA,
for example, successfully transitioned to
green cleaning products at all sites with
no additional expense above what the
District had been paying for conven-
tional cleaning products by working
through its long-term contract with a
local vendor. Last year, a multi-state
contract negotiated by the Western
States Contracting Alliance (WSCA)
with Waxie, a San Diego-based janito-
rial supplies vendor, resulted in 45-50%
discounts off retail prices on several
major brands of green cleaning and
floor maintenance products (such as
Johnson Diversey, 3M, Spartan, Eco-
Lab, and others). Additional discounts
are offered to schools for online or bulk
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purchases, and for groups participating
in Waxie’s Environmental Partnership
Program. The contract also offers free
dilution equipment, technical assis-
tance, and training.

While there has been no statewide
analysis of which school districts are
currently using “green” cleaners, Green
Schools Initiative knows of at least
fifteen public school districts that have
made the switch, as well as numer-
ous cities and state agencies. Indeed, a
recent report by the Regional Asthma
Management and Prevention Initiative
(RAMP) documented green cleaning
success stories in three California school
districts. “Breathing Easier” tells the
stories of Elk Grove, Fairfield-Suisun,
and Fresno school districts and how
they have improved attendance and
saved money through green cleaning.
And the California Department of
Education building in Sacramento uses
“green” cleaners.

How Schools Can Make the Switch
to Green Cleaning

There are many resources available
to help schools get started on mak-
ing the switch to green cleaning. The
best first step is to take an inventory of
your existing janitorial cleaning sup-
plies and see if any are already Green
Seal or EcoLogo certified. Next, work
with the school custodial staff to do a
pilot project to test the performance of
several certified green cleaning products
and automated dilution equipment.
Invite existing vendors and some new
vendors to make presentations on their
certified green product lines. Most
vendors will provide products, equip-
ment and training for a pilot test for
free. Evaluate the results of the tests and
select a product that meets your stated
health, environment, performance, and
price specifications. Negotiate a long-
term contract or explore using a State
of California procurement contract, the
Western States Contracting Alliance
contract, or other cooperative purchase
agreements to get discounts on the
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purchase of products. Once products
and a vendor are chosen, train your
custodial staff in the proper and safe use
of the new products and equipment.
Vendors offer training for free. Finally,
communicate your plans and decisions
to the whole school community so that
they can be well-informed of the health
and economic rationale for the deci-
sions made.

Numerous on-line resources — such
as those listed below - can help schools
find green cleaning products, provide
downloadable training modules, share
sample policies and bid specifications,
and make available relevant fact sheets
about health, environment, cost, and
performance aspects of green cleaning.

Since green cleaning programs can
help schools save money, don't let the

budget crisis delay your efforts to get
started.

Resources

Green Schools Buying Guide —
www.greenschools.net

Cleaning for Healthy Schools —
www.cleaningforhealthyschools.org
Minigrants for California’s Cleaning for
Healthy Schools Pilot Project —
http://www.greenschools.net/article.
php?idzZ 13

Green Seal — www.greenseal.org

EcoLogo — www.ecologo.org

— Deborah Moore is the Executive Director of the
Green Schools Initiative, which helps to transform
the environmental health and sustainability of
K-12 schools across California.

ICARB (California Air Resources Board), Environ-
mental Health Conditions in California’s Portable
Classrooms. November 2004, California Department
of Health Services. http://www.arb.ca.gov/research/
indoor/pcs/leg_rpt/leg rpt.htm

“Breathing Easier: School Districts Make the Switch
to Certified Green Cleaning Products. Success stories
from three California school districts.” Regional
Asthma Management and Prevention, May 2009.
Report.4.09.pdf



