
 

 

White Paper 

Implementing a Green Floor Care Program  

In recent years, the professional cleaning industry has made giant strides in converting from             
conventional products to environmentally responsible cleaning tools, chemicals, and equipment.  
“Green” product equivalents for everything from window cleaners to harsh degreasers have been      
certified by such leading organizations as the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s Design for the 
Environment  (DfE), GreenSeal® and EcoLogo™ and are available to both consumers and professional 
users.  
 

According to Stephen Ashkin, an industry leader in the green movement, and President of The Ashkin 
Group, the goal of these cleaning products is to reduce the impact cleaning has on workers, building 
occupants, and the environment. Put another way, Green Cleaning also seeks to employ products that 
reduce the impact on human health and the environment when compared to similar products used for 
the same purpose. 
 

Ashkin also believes that Green Cleaning is beginning to move beyond safe products and is now     
evolving to promote sustainability* as well. This means, among other things, that the products, tools, and 
equipment used should be derived from renewable resources and packaged in recyclable materials and 
that cleaning procedures should minimize the use of nonrenewable resources. 
 

Many of the goals that Ashkin has described have been reached for most cleaning procedures. But    
problems still persist in one key area—and unfortunately, it is often the largest area in a facility—the 
floors. Manufacturers in the janitorial industry (jansan) have encountered considerable difficulty         
producing Green equivalents for such things as chemical strippers, glosses, and finishes.** For example, 

conventional floor finishes typically contain zinc 
and other metals. These help produce the shine 
that end users desire; however, we now know that 
these metals can harm the environment, the user, 
and building occupants, and that they can also   
interfere with wastewater treatment processes. 
 

Another concern is the equipment used to perform 
floor care tasks. Many conventional floor care       
machines use large amounts of water and chemicals, 
are difficult to use even for experienced users***, and 
can produce considerable amounts of waste.  
 

Fortunately, new technologies and a new generation 
of equipment are helping to make floor care more              
environmentally responsible and sustainable as well. 
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Implementing a Green Floor Care Program 

A Closer Look at the Issues 
To fully understand Green Cleaning in general, Green Floor Care in particular, and why they are both so      
important, one must take a closer look at the environmental impact of floor care. The following are just 
some of the concerns raised by the use of traditional cleaning products and practices: 
 

Public health risks. Environmentally sound building operating procedures are essentially a public health  
issue. Facilities that harm the environment because of the way in which they operate may cause people to 
become ill. Managers that practice Green operating procedures can improve the overall health of not only 
their own facilities but the larger community of which they are a part. 
 

Occupant health risks. A positive building appearance and overall cleanliness is a basic 
tenet of building operation. However, to achieve this through the use of harsh chemicals runs 
counter to another basic tenet of building operation: protecting human health. Green Cleaning 
practices help reduce the adverse impact of many cleaning tasks while still maintaining the 
appearance and cleanliness of a facility. 
 

User health and safety risks. Harsh cleaning chemicals can be harmful to custodial workers, who must 
use these products on a daily basis. In fact, according to a report on the PBS television program Frontline, 
“The public is generally misinformed about the job hazards involved in such occupations as janitors.”  Being 
a  janitor is also “high on both the total and per person cost list” when it comes to work-related injury ex-
penses. Many of these injuries are the result of cleaning chemicals. 
 

All of these concerns and more are amplified when it comes to floor care. For instance, many chemicals 
historically used in floor care products have included ingredients that: 
 

• Are known to be both carcinogenic or to contain toxins that can harm reproductive health. 
• Contain zinc or other heavy metals that may negatively influence human and animal health and may 

even be toxic.  
• Have more than 7 percent volatile organic compounds (VOC) after dilution with water. 

VOCs are gases that may have short- and long-term adverse health effects. 
• Contain such ingredients as aqueous ammonia, ethylene glycol monomethyl ether 

(EGME), and/or ethylene glycol monoethyl etiler (EGEE), which are irritants to the skin 
and eyes and can damage internal organs. 

• Have a total phosphorous concentration of more than 0.5 percent. 
• Contain 2-butoxy ethanol, a chemical common in many conventional strippers, that can 

be  absorbed through the skin and damage the liver and kidneys.  
 

With this information in mind, the first step in Green floor care should obviously be selecting chemicals that 
have been certified Green--meaning they have been independently tested and proven to be free of these  
potentially harmful ingredients. And, since many of these ingredients are derived from nonrenewable         
resources, choosing Green products is more sustainable as well as more environmentally responsible. Or, if 
none of these products meet performance standards, managers and cleaning professionals can also try to: 
 

• Select chemical products with a pH no higher than 11.5 and total phosphorous concentrations of 
less than 0.5 percent. 

• Choose products with a flash point above 150 F. 
• Avoid products that contain carcinogens, heavy metals, or aqueous ammonia. 
• Select products that have total VOCs less than 7 percent after dilution. 
 

Floor care products that are sold in the United States should include full disclosure information regarding 
these factors and should be supported by material safety data sheets (MSDS). 2 




