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The Use of Green Cleaning Products in Schools

Green cleaning generally refers to “the use of products and services that have a lesser or
reduced impact on human health and the environment when compared with competing
products or services that serve the same purpose.”* There is a growing trend around the
country requiring schools and government buildings to use environmentally friendly cleaning
products.’ The use of chemicals in schools is essential for maintaining a clean and safe learning
environment. Yet many chemicals in cleaning products can be harmful to human health and the
environment.?

In an effort to promote spending on environmentally friendly products, the U.S. EPA established
the Environmentally Preferable Purchasing (EPP) program “to encourage and assist Executive
agencies in the purchase of environmentally preferable products and services.”* The EPA also
works to reduce harmful chemicals in schools and encourage green cleaning practices with its
Schools Chemical Cleanout Campaign (SC3).”

Exposure and Health Related Issues Associated with Common Cleaners

Many schools are recognizing the potentially harmful effects of cleaning products used
everyday. Children are particularly at risk for health problems from inhaling or otherwise
becoming exposed to volatile organic compounds (VOCs), because children “breathe in more air
with respect to their body mass than adults and thus have greater exposure to indoor
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environmental pollutants.”®

The health of school employees is also at risk under the use of general cleaning products.
Roughly 2.8 million janitors nation-wide use these chemicals daily, and estimated custodial
chemical injuries costs around “$25 million each year in lost time and workers compensation.”’
Washington State estimated 6 percent of janitors suffer a “job related injury from chemical
exposure to cleaning products every year."8

State Requirements for Green Cleaning Products

Currently, 20 states have either state mandates or guidelines that dictate the purchasing of
green cleaning products in either state facilities or specifically in schools.’ The policies in each
state, however, differ greatly. Of the 20 states that require green cleaning products, six have
passed legislation at the state level, ten have executive orders, and the remaining four have
either state contracts or purchasing guidelines that facilities must follow. " Fifteen of the
twenty states have guidelines that require states specifically to use products currently certified
by Green Seal organization (a non-profit that certifies products).™

Vermont

Under Executive Orders 02-04 and 14-03, state facilities in Vermont must adhere to specific
guidelines when considering bids from companies in response to a request for proposal.*? The
guidelines in Vermont currently only specify that state owned and leased facilities must
purchase and use Environmentally Preferred [Cleaning] Products (EPPs), which are defined in
the orders as, “products that have a lesser or reduced effect on human health and the
environment when compared with competing products or services that serve the same
purposes.”** Vermont’s statewide legislation does not include any guidelines for product
certification, such as a Green Seal certification. In April 2009, however, Vermont joined a
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and New Hampshire, for purchasing green cleaning products, programs, equipment, and
supplies.14 Vermont also allows for certain non-EPP products to be used with the approval by
the Office of Purchasing and Contracting.™

Maryland

Maryland passed House Bill 1363 on May 7, 2009 requiring all public schools to use green
cleaning products by October 9, 2009.% Maryland’s statute defines “green cleaning products
and supplies” as those that have “positive environmental attributes” such as, “biodegradability;
low toxicity; low VOC content; reduced packaging; and low life cycle energy use.”*” Maryland
requires green cleaning products be certified by either the U.S. EPA’s Design for the
Environment program (DfE), EcoLogo, Green Label, U.S. Green Building Council or Green Sea
Maryland allows schools to use existing cleaning products and supplies “before they transition
to green cleaning products.”*® Additionally, schools may opt out of implementing a green
cleaning program if it is not “economically feasible.”?
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lowa

In April 2010, lowa Governor Chet Culver signed into law legislation that would require public
school districts, community colleges, institutions under the control of the state board of
regents, and all state agencies to deplete their current supply of cleaning products and replace
them with Environmentally Preferable Products as of July 1, 2012.** As the legislation in lowa
has yet to take effect, they are still in the process of establishing guidelines as to what products
will meet the standards of being an EPP. In their legislation, they define EPPs as either products
defined by the state, or that meet nationally recognized standards, such as Green Seal or
Ecologo certification.?

Connecticut

In Connecticut on April 17, 2006, Governor Rell signed Executive Order 14 requiring “all state
agencies in the executive branch to procure and use, whenever practicable, environmentally
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preferable cleaning and sanitizing products.”?® The Executive Order also required the

Department of Administrative Services to “provide standards and guidance to state agencies in
connection with the implementation of the green cleaning procurement policies established in
the Order.”?* Connecticut defines ““environmentally preferable cleaning’ products as products
certified by Green Seal.”* On June 2, 2009, the Connecticut state House issued Public Act 09-
91, creating a mandate for all schools to “procure and use” green cleaning products by July 1,
2011.%°

The Potential Cost of Green Cleaning Products

In the debate on green cleaning product policy, issues of cost-effectiveness and performance
are at the forefront. A report entitled “The Real Costs of Institutional ‘Green’ Cleaning” by
Espinoza, Geiger, and Everson found that the prices of green products were not significantly
different from those of equivalent conventional products.”’ The report concluded that although
green cleaning products are generally perceived as more costly, “improved cleaning and
purchasing practices offer opportunities for cost savings."28 These savings stem from improved
technology in product application methods. Microfiber mops save water and labor costs.
Concentrated green cleaning products with automatic dilution equipment reduce
transportation, water, and energy costs associated with shipping ready-to-use conventional
products. “Conventional cleaning products will continue to move towards concentrates, if
possible, because of the potential for savings.”

Cooperative Procurement Contracts are another means of reducing the cost of implementing
green cleaning products and practices. “High-volume contracts carry substantial potential for
savings when government purchasers act together. Substantial cost savings can be obtained
through leveraged purchasing power.”>° An example of this was in 2007, when region-wide
contracts through the Western States Contracting Alliance secured the states of Oregon,
Washington, Colorado, Nevada, and Utah a 45-50% savings on a wide variety of institutional-
grade cleaning products across different product categories through a cooperative contract
with WAXIE Sanitary Supply.®! As more states switch to environmentally preferable
institutional-grade cleaning products, “the scale of the demand shift will change the landscape
for future prices. Green products will naturally become increasingly cost competitive due to an
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increase in production and competition on the supply side in response to the increased
demand.”*?

Conclusion

It is clear the growing trend among states has been to implement a policy that requires most
state buildings, including public schools, to use products that are better for the environment,
for the people exposed to them, and can be more cost effective. While Vermont’s current
executive orders require the use of Environmentally Preferable Products, the lack of guidelines
as to what specific products are to be used leave room for interpretation of what products can
be used.® To address this issue, most other states that have implemented policies regarding
the use of green cleaning products in state facilities have also amended their legislation to
include guidelines that require the use of products certified by a third party organization, such
as Green Seal, or EcoLogo.>

Prepared in response to a request by Senator Virginia "Ginny" V. Lyons of Chittenden County by
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