
Section 3: Good Practice Guides

Cleaning Services

What is the issue?

Many chemicals contained in cleaning products are toxic and can have negative impacts on the
environment. The following is a list of common ingredients in cleaning products that are known
issues for the environment. Source: The Laundry Alternative 2005

• Optical brighteners – give the appearance of cleaning without having any actual cleaning 
properties; they do not readily biodegrade, are toxic to fish which can lead to bacterial 
mutations, and can cause skin allergies

• Artificial chlorine products, such as polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite) and toilet blocks (paradichloro-benzene), can be toxic, persisting in the 
environment and thus accumulating in organisms, and can produce highly toxic dioxins 
during their manufacture (Koppe and Keys 2001)

• Synthetic perfumes and colours – they are made from petroleum and do not degrade, can be 
toxic to fish and mammals, are linked to allergies and can be organic pollutants

• Volatile organic compounds (VOCs) are air pollutants and contribute to smog production, 
which can damage vegetation and ecosystems (EEA 1998)

• Phosphates – used to remove hard water and work as a deflocculating agent, they contribute 
significantly to eutrophication of waterways, causing algal blooms, which starve fish and other
aquatic life of oxygen, turning water toxic for animals to drink

• Synthetic surfactants – they are slow to biodegrade, and come from non-renewable 
petroleum-based sources; some are carcinogenic or release carcinogenic substances during 
their manufacture, and have been implicated in other health problems
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• NTA (nitrilo-tri-acetate) – not readily biodegradable and a suspected carcinogen

• EDTA (ethylene-diamine-tetra-acetate) – used to reduce water hardness and prevent 
bleaching agents becoming prematurely active, it does not readily biodegrade, can re-
dissolve toxic heavy metals trapped in underwater sediments, and is a suspected carcinogen

Government Buying Standards Guidelines 

Cleaning products should be:

• 90% biodegradable in five days

• Should not have been tested on animals

Cleaning products must not contain:

• Petroleum base

• Phosphates

• EDTA (ethylene-diamine-tetra-acetate)

• NTA (nitrilo-tri-acetic acid)

• Optical brighteners

• Chlorine bleaches

• Synthetic perfumes or colours

• VOCs (Volatile Organic Compounds)

• APEs (alkyl phenol ethoxylates)

What else can be done?

You can cut down on packaging, waste and the amount of transport needed by:

� Buying in bulk

� Buying concentrates

� Asking manufacturers to produce refillable versions 

� Avoid PVC packaging and ask for containers made from recycled materials or containers that
can be recycled

� Training staff on appropriate use and ‘dosage’ of products

� Select the use of cleaning devices that do not require the use of chemicals as a priority over 
chemical cleaners, where health and hygiene is not compromised 

� Suggest a preference for cleaning products that are water or plant based, which reduces the 
amount of ozone depleting substances and VOCs

� Electrical cleaning equipment should be energy efficient and designed for ease of recycling, 
with replaceable or washable filters and bags
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An estimated 250,000 tonnes of detergent were saved across Europe by the implementation of
the AISE Code of Good Environmental Practice, encouraging the determination and use of
correct dosages. Source: AISE 2003

Suggested wording for inclusion in tender documents

“...regular staff training on the proper use of cleaning devices and the appropriate dosage and
dilutions of chemical cleaners must be provided to ensure the minimum required use of
chemical cleaners...”

“...cleaning products should be contained in refillable and recyclable packaging, which should
be removed through a producer take-back scheme or transferred to a local recycling facility at
the end of its useful life...”

“...combined disinfectant and cleaners shall not be permitted...”

“...cleaning products should be contained in a pump spray, not aerosol...”

“...products should contain clear labelling and information on use and disposal...”

“...We expect the contractor to adopt the following good practice:-
• Use chemicals which are phosphate free 
• Use pump sprays rather than aerosols where possible
• Avoid toilet blocks that contain paradichlorobenzene
• Avoid petroleum based products where possible, particularly those that contain the 

foaming agents NTA and EDTA 
• Substances, which are water based or low in solvents, are preferred
• Avoid chlorine-based bleaches
• Minimise waste wherever possible
• Co-operate with the Council with respect to new opportunities and developments on use 

of environmentally more sustainable materials, expansion and use of recycling services 
and energy saving opportunities...”

Case study 11 – Liverpool City Council 

Liverpool City Council has adopted an ‘Enviro’ range of cleaning products which has a
significantly lower environmental impact in terms of how it is manufactured, delivered and used.

Sefton Borough Council led the tender for the supply of cleaning materials for all the 
Merseyside Authorities.

The following clause was included within the tender:

“The Merseyside Collaboration Group is committed to minimising the impact on the 
environment by complying with the minimum standard of environmental legislative and
regulatory requirements in the procurement of products, works and services, but will
endeavour to achieve higher levels of good environmental practice by sensitive purchasing, 
and the promotion of environmental awareness wherever possible.
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Therefore:

The group is committed to the compliance with all environmental legislative and regulatory
requirements in the procurement of products, works and services;

will promote environmental awareness among suppliers and contractors, and to encourage them
to offer less environmentally damaging products and services at competitive prices;

encourage the purchase of less environmentally damaging products where these are viable, and
cost-effective, and generally favour those products made from recycled materials.”

Further information

AISE (2003) Implementation of the AISE Code of Good Environmental Practice:
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/sectors/chemicals/files/reports/final_aise_en.pdf 

The Laundry Alternative (2005): Are Leading Brand Laundry Detergents Environmentally
Friendly?: www.laundry-alternative.com/detergentsinfo.html
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