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The Components
of Green Cleaning 

by Stephen Ashkin

Although Green Cleaning is sweeping (excuse the pun) the profes-

sional cleaning industry, there is still a considerable amount of confu-

sion as to what it is and how it differs from the traditional cleaning

methods and practices used for decades to clean facilities.

More than Chemicals

All this seems simple enough. But

Green Cleaning is much more than

just using environmentally preferable

chemicals, and this is where the con-

fusion begins. Green Cleaning is real-

ly more like a cleaning system, in-

volving a variety of cleaning tools,

products, and equipment. And this

is how it most differs from tradition-

al cleaning methods. For example:

Matting Systems: Source control is

an important element of Green Clean-

ing. And taking measures to prevent

soil and dust from entering a facility

through proper matting will mean

less cleaning is required, which helps

minimize cleaning’s impact on the

environment. Studies indicate that as

much as eighty-five percent of the soil

that enters a facility does so on the

feet of building occupants. 

High-performance matting systems

help “store” these soils, oil, water, and

other contaminants, preventing them

from entering a facility. This is best ac-

complished by effective matting sys-

tems, 12 to 15 feet long, inside and

outside building and garage entrances.

And today, high performing mats are

available that are also made of rubber,

as compared to conventional mats

which are typically made from vinyl

(pvc) which is a product of concern for

many in the green community.

Vacuum Cleaners: Vacuum cleaners

with advanced filtration systems are

Green and healthier because they sub-

stantially reduce the number of im-

purities and contaminants released

into the environment when vacuum-

ing. Instead of dust and dirt becoming

airborne, the irritants are trapped

within the machine by multi-stage
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Green Cleaning is often defined as

“the use of products and services that

help reduce the negative health and

environmental impacts of cleaning

compared to similar products and ser-

vices used for the same purposes.” Al-

ternatively, stated a different way, em-

ploying cleaning products and sys-

tems that perform as well as

traditional products but help protect

health and do not harm the environ-

ment.

Progressive Thinking

Historically, the cleaning profession

has cleaned mostly for appearance,

i.e. a happy customer has been one

that is pleased with the way their

building looks and who received min-

imal complaints from the building’s

occupants. Over the years, however,

we have come to realize that many of

the chemicals and products used in

conventional cleaning that may help

keep a facility looking sharp are not

very healthy. 

For instance, many cleaning prod-

ucts, especially those used in all pur-

pose cleaners and degreasers contain

2-butoxyethanol. This very potent and

powerful ingredient can endanger the

health of building occupants and

cleaning professionals, as well as harm

the environment, especially if it is

used improperly.

Some of the short- and long-term

health effects that can result from in-

haling or touching 2-butoxyethanol

include:

• Dizziness or light-headedness in

some cases to the point that the

victim passes out.

• Burning of the eyes, which can be

extremely dangerous and can lead

to serious eye damage.

• The breakdown of red blood cells

leading to anemia and other blood

disorders.

It is obvious that developing clean-

ing chemicals that do not include 2-

butoxyethanol – but still perform well

– would be much healthier for all of

us. And in the past five years, tech-

nology has so advanced that there are

now many excellent environmentally

preferable cleaning chemicals that

do not contain 2-butoxyethanol,

but do in fact perform just as

well, if not bet-

ter, than those

that do.
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vacuum systems and filters and de-

posited into the filter bag.

Many vacuums incorporate high-

efficiency particulate air filtering

(HEPA) filter systems to better trap

contaminants. And some manufac-

turers are introducing a new type of

microfiber filter bag that more effec-

tively traps dust and dirt, further en-

hancing the vacuum cleaner’s air-fil-

tration system.

Low-Moisture Carpet Extractors:

Many traditional carpet extractors use

three or more gallons of water and

cleaning solution per minute to clean

carpets. Additionally, some machines

have poor or ineffective vacuum sys-

tems so carpets remain moist for

longer periods of time. The U.S. En-

vironmental Protection Agency [EPA]

suggests that carpets dry within 48

hours after carpet extraction to pre-

vent the possibility of mold and

mildew—which can cause a variety of

health problems. However, many ex-

perts believe this is even far too long,

maintaining that carpets should dry

in 24 hours or less.

In contrast, low-moisture carpet ex-

tractors use a gallon or less of water

and solution per minute to clean car-

pets. This means that not only is less

water being used, but also less chem-

ical, which is healthier and can result

in much faster drying times. Addi-

tionally, some low-moisture extrac-

tors heat the cleaning solution, which

some studies indicate improves the

effectiveness of the cleaning solution

and helps reduce drying times.

Advanced Floor Machines: When

floors are buffed or polished, a small

layer of the finish’s surface is actually

ground down, causing a considerable

amount of dust to become airborne,

potentially harming indoor air quali-

ty and the health of the cleaning pro-

fessional. If this dust enters HVAC

systems, it can spread throughout a

facility. To counter this problem,

many “Greener” European floor ma-

chines use active vacuum systems,

which actually vacuum up most of

this dust as it is being generated.

Due to electrical incompatibility,

active floor machines are rarely used

in the United States. Instead, the more

environmentally preferable floor ma-

chines here rely on passive vacuum

systems. This model incorporates a

shroud that covers the base of the

machine to help trap dust; the ma-

chine then vacuums up the impurities

and deposits them into a filter bag.

Training & Building Involvement

As you can see, Green Cleaning is a

comprehensive system made up of

several components that all interact to

produce healthier cleaning. And just

like any system, it is only as strong as

its weakest link. Not only must all of

the proper components be in place,

but cleaning workers must be thor-

oughly trained on the use of Green

tools, products, and procedures. 

But Green Cleaning is a task for

more than just the cleaning workers.

All the major stakeholders in a facili-

ty – building managers, occupants, as

well as cleaning workers – must be di-

rectly involved in the Greening of their

facilities. With all parties involved,

not only will facilities look better but

they will be healthier as well.
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