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~ Safe at home

Rediscovering cleaning solutions from a
bygone era could cut the hazards in your

housework.

Elaine Andrews and Liz Wessel
Cleanliness may be next to godli-
ness, but we have become dreadful
sinners on the road to deaner homes,
We've sold ourselves on special
cleaners for kitchen fioors, ovens,
sinks, carpets, windows and furniture.
We coat lumber to reduce water-and
insect damage, dab caustic jellies to
remove rust from cars and slather on
lokons to repel insects, We unleash
an assenal to kill garden bugs, lawn
pests, pet fleas and every citter that
crawis or flies in the house. Small
wonder every house has a rack of
bottles, cans and tubes of polishes,
solvents, potions and insecticides.
The way we treat our home envi-
ronment refiects how we care for the
global enviranment. The same advice
we've doled out to industry about re-
ducing hazardous chemicals in manu-
facturing, finding nonhazardous sub-
stitutes, handling wastes responsibly
and preventing pollution before it

happens applies equally to our houses
and our lifestyles.

Almost any household chemical
can be hazardous if it's used in the
wrong way. Some products like spot
removers, automobile products,
paints and pesticides may contain
hazardous compounds that damage
skin, eyes and hungs upon contact.
Rust removers, drain uncloggers,
other strong acids and bases are par-
ticular threats. More than 90,000
health-threatening exposures to
household cleaners are reported
every year to US. poison control
centers. Roughly 13,000 of those re-
quire treatment by a doctor, others
can be resolved by first aid measures.

Other chemicals are hazardous to
the environment when improperly
used, ﬂmﬁd or thrown away. Waste
oil and products containing petro-
leum derivatives are made of chemical
molecules that stay in the environ-
ment for a long time.

—_—

To exercise greater control over
hazardous chemicals in your home,
try following some simple guidelines:

Reduce your use — The fewer
hazardous compounds you keep
around the house, the fewer you'll
worry about. When you face a clean-
ing chore, painting job or pest prob-
lem, try to make do with products
you already have. If the job warrants
using a new dleaner or repellent, try

one of the simple recipes recom-
mended here. Should you decide to
buy a commercial product. choose the
least hazardous one to complete the
job and only buy as much as you can
use in a short period of time.

Many problems can be resolved
without chemicals by leamning what
caused the problem or discovering
how a pest entered your home. For
instance, insect and rodent problems
may be cured by cieaning up food
scraps, repairing window screens,
caulking gaps, replacing weather-




[image: image2.png]stripping or trapping animals. View
chemical treatments as your last alter-
native, not your first choice.

Recognize the hazard in hazardous
compounds — Many products in-
clude hazardous grease-cutting sol-
vents. The six most common are min-
eral spirits, petroleum distillates,
acetone, toluene, turpentine and xy-
lene. You really don't need stockpiles
of these products for most household
chores. The cleaning basics that have
kept homes sparkling for decades —
water, soap, elbow grease and a few
simple compounds — still work.

Be a label reader — Recognize
what makes a product hazardous.
Maost chemical products used at home
(except auto, cosmetic and food prod-
ucts) are labeled to highlight short-
term health hazards. Just as you look
for calorie, salt and cholesterol levels
on food labels, read labels on cieaners
and other products to find the signal
words that indicate the degree of the
hazard — CAUTION, WARNING,
DANGER or DANGER with a skull
and - crossbones. CAUTION is the
least dangerous while DANGER with
a skull and crossbones is the most
hazardous.

Labeis don't tell the whole story.
They only indicate the possibility of
immediate health threat to skin, eyes
and lungs from inhaling or coming
into contact with these products.
Long-term health effects from pro-
longed exposure chemicais are not
rated on the waming label. Also, the
signal, words only describe the
hazards of “active ingredients” in the
product, not the inactive propellants,
colors, fragrances and carriers. These
ingredients. often called “inert ingre-
dients” on the label, can contain pe-
troleumn distillates, alcohols and other
hazardous compounds.

Most containers do not provide
any information about environmental
damage a product can cause nor do
they describe the best way to dispose
of the leftover products or nearly
empty containers. Furthermore. emer-
gency and disposal information pro-
vided on labels is often inaccurate. In
an emergency. contact the nearest
poison control center. For cormrect
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disposal information in your commu-
nity, contact the County Extension
office or the local department of pub-
lic works.

Rather than throwing out usable
products, practice pollution preven-
tion at home. Try some of the follow-
ing tips:

If you buy hazardous products,
only buy what you can use~— Here's
a case where the economy size is not
necessarily a smart buy. The 64-
ounce giant bottle of insecticide con-
centrate may be cheaper by the
ounce, but you may need less than
two ourices a year to control garden
bugs. Why buy a 32-year supply?
Look for nonhazardous altermatives
that only last a short time. Or pur-
chase the smallest amount of a haz-
ardous compound you think you may
use.

Buy products in the right form —
Powders, liquids, creams and sticks
can be more accurately measured
than aerosols. Moreover, aerosol
products may use hazardous materials
to propel the ingredients. Pump spray
bottles do not use hazardous propel-
lants, but still turn chemicals into tiny
droplets that can be easily inhaled
into the lungs.

Follow directions — Read labels.
When directions call for diluting con-
centrates, wear protective gloves or
goggles. Only mix as much of a prod-
uct as you intend to use. If using sol-
vents or other volatile chemicals, use
them outside and protect the ground
with newspapers or plastic. If you
can't take your project outdoors,
open doors and windows and use
fans to vent fumes outside.

Don’t mix homemade cleaning
cocktails uniess you're following a
proven recipe. Some mixtures are
deadly. Never mix ammonia-based
products with chlorine-based prod-
ucts. The ammonia/bleach mix pro-
duces chloramine gas, 2 deadly nerve
gas used in WWL

Store hazardous products safely
— Store all hazardous products in
dry places at room temperature and
secured from children and pets. Li-
quids should not be stored in un-
heated garages or storage sheds

Z

where they can freeze during winter.
Freezing destroys useful properties of
many products and can damage
containers.

Store products in their original
containers. Transferring hazardous
materials from their original contain-
ers to pop bottles and the like is an
accident waiting to happen. A Madi-
son woman died recently after drink-
ing an industrial-strength drain
cleaner containing hydrochloric acid
that someone had stored in an un-
marked wine bottle.

Rinse empty containers before
disposal — Rinse all residues of
chemical concentrates and use the
rinse water for the same purpose as
the original proditct.

Find a use for unwanted chemicals
— Disposal doesn’t make a product
less hazardous, it only removes the
hazard from your home. Household
products are eventually released to
the environment through open win-
dows as fumes, sprayed directly into
the outdoor air or dumped into water
through storm water sewers, runoff.
infiltration to groundwater. septic
systems or sewerage systems. Sew-
age treatment plants are not designed
to treat many of the hazardous sub-
stances we send to them. Heavy met-
als accumulate in the sludge. Other
compounds pass through the system
unchanged and drain into surface wa-
ter or evaporate in the air.

Dispose of products safely — Sev-
eral communities have organized
Clean Sweep days when residents can
bring unwanted, spent chemicals to a
central location. Such worthwhile but
costly services ensure that hazardous
rmaterials are transported to landfills
and treatment centers for safe han-
dling. Obviously, households should
aim to produce fewer hazardous
chemicals rather than relying on
Clean Sweeps as a long-term solution.
County Extension offices offer tips on
setting up these programs and the
Department of Natural Resources of-
fers grants for community collection
plans.
Handling househoid hazards
responsibly is a lot of work. Fortu-
nately, there's an easier way.




[image: image3.png]wemmmmm———n Tried and true recipes for a less hazardous home ————

Household deaning is an ancient chore and people tidied up without fancy chemicals for a long time. Simpler times called

for simpler cleaners that still work today.

These remedies were drawn from 2 number of sources. Although they are usually less hazardous than popular products,
they should still be used with caution. Their effectiveness has nat been tested by formal research or consumer test groups.
When trying a new aiternative, test it on a small, inconspicuous area first to be sure you'll get the results you want.

Most jobs can be accomplished with six simple ingredients mixed with water: vinegar, soap, baking soda, washing soda,
borax and ammonia. Even so, handle these compounds carefully. Ammonia in particular irritates eyes, nose and lungs. Wear
gloves and eye protection when mixing and working with ammoniz in these recipes and dearty label the containers of all

cleaning solutions you concoct.

Air freshener: Herbal potpourri
or cotton balls' soaked in vanilla are
sweet-smelling. Also try boiling cin-
namon and cloves in a small amount
of water. An open box of baking soda
absorbs refrigerator odors. Borax

sprinkled in the bottom of a garbage

can controls odors.

All-purpose cleaner: Mix one
gallon hot water and % cup vinegar.
This solution is safe for all surfaces
and can be rinsed away with water.
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Ant controk: Ants will avoid lines
of powders and sharp crystals. Sprin-
kle barriers of talcum powder, chalk,
bone meal. cayerme pepper or boric
acid across their trails. Industrial
grade boric acid crystals are espe-
cially effective as they have little
odor. Keep boric acid away from chil-
dren and pets.

Bathroom cleaner: Use baking
soda to scrub surfaces clean and wipe
surfaces with a solution of % cup vin-

%&gu in a gatlon of water.
]

Blood stains: Club soda and cold
water will remove fresh blood stains.
Blot it up with a dean cloth or paper
towel.

Chocolate stains: Blot the stain
with ciub soda.

Cockroach control: Try a light
dusting of borax around the refrigera-
tor, stove and duct work. You can
also combine sugar, flour and boric
acid to poison roaches; theyll carry
the powder back to their nests. (Keep
pets and children away from these
mixtures.)

Copper cleaner: Dip the copper
in warm vinegar, then sprinkle salt on
the piece and scrub with a soft cloth.
Rinse well with clean water.

Disinfectant: Mix % cup each of
soap, borax and isopropy! alcohol.

ILLUSTRATIONS BY HAWLEY W. WRIGHT

Drain cleaner: Keep drains open
and clean with a plunger or metal
snake. As a preventative or if a drain
becomes clogged, pour in % cup bak-
ing soda, followed by % cup vinegar.
Close the drain until all the fizzing
stops, then flush well with boiling
water.

Floors and toilets: A mixture of
two to three teaspoons each of borax
and liquid dish soap in two quarts of
hot water works well on tough jobs
like fcors and toilet bowis. Adjust the
concentration of ingredients to fit the
job. Likewise, baking soda and a mild
detergent plus a little elbow grease
can take the place of powder cleans-
ers. Baking soda mixed with a small
amount of bleach is an effective toilet
bowl cleaner. (Remember, never mix
ammonia with bleach.)

e e

Hand cleaner: To clean hands of
paint or grease, massage them with
baby oil. mineral oil, margarine or
butter. Wipe them dry on a paper
towel, then wash your hands with
soap and water.
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[image: image4.png]Laundry pre-soak: To remove
tough stains, soak the spot in a mix-
ture of % cup borax in two cups of
cold water prior to washing. Rub com
meal and water into greasy stains and
then rinse the stain with lemon juice
before machine washing.
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Moth preventet’ Cedar chips or
lavender can be sprinklied in drawers
to discourage moths, or wrap sweat-
ers in newspaper before storage.

Oven cleaner: Dampen the spill
and sprinkle salt on it while the oven
is still warm. Scrape the spill away
when cooled. Greasy spots can be re-
moved with a vinegar-soaked rag. Re-
ally tough spots can be removed by
dampening the area with water and
lightly scrubbing with baking soda
and steel wool pads.

A

Perspiration stains: Weak water
solutions of white vinegar, lemon
juice or aspirin can be used as a pre-
soak to remove perspiration stains or
soak the clothes in a solution of com
meal and water.

Pest preventer: Clean up the
pest’s food supply. Repair holes in
walls and screens. Caulk cracks and
crevices. Add weather stripping to
windows and doors. Place vapor bar-
riers beneath buildings. Repair leaks.
clean gutters and maintain good soil
drainage to reduce dampness that at-
tracts wood-damaging pests.
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Pet stains and odors: Try a mix-
ture of % cup vinegar in % cup liquid
soap. Rub in the mixture, blot the
stain, then rinse with water.

Rust remover: Vinegar's weak
acid works wonders on rust stains.
Warmed vinegar coupled with some
scrubbing will remove rust from
dishes, sinks and your teapot.

Silver cleaning: Baking soda and
water or buttermilk make fne silver-
soaking solutions. The fine abrasives
in toothpaste will also brighten your
silver jewelry with mild brushing.
Also try boiling silver for two to
three minutes in a mixture of one cup
water, one teaspoon baking soda, one
teaspoon salt and a piece of aluminum
foil. Rinse pieces well in water and
dry with a soft cloth.

Sinks -l countertops: Use vine-
gar mixea with water and salt.

Window cleaner: Use newspaper
dipped in vinegar to squb windows.
A mix of one quart water, a few drops
dishwashing detergent and two table-
spoons of sudsy ammonia works well

Spot removers: To remove grease
from garage flcors, sprinkle the spot
with dry cement or fresh cat litter. Let
stand for a few hours, then sweep it
up. Grease is absorbed by the dry
day or cement.

Reprinted with permission of Wisconsia Natural Resources

Stains: General household stains
an be deaned and disinfected with
borax solutions.
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Wood furniture polish: Look for |
products containing pure ails like }
lemon oil, tung oil or almond oil - |
without petroleum distillates. You |
can also make furniture polishes with |
a mixture of one part lemon juice to |
two parts mineral oil or other oil. 1
Don't use vegetable oils to preserve |
wood because the oils eventually tum }
rancid and emit foul odors. Be aware |
that mineral oil is fammable and min- |
eral spirits should not be used. I
Wood cleaning: Try Murphy's |
Oil Soap. 1
Wood scratches: Mix one tea- =
spoon each lemon juice and mineral
oil. ]
in commercial polishes, fook for |
products containing lemon oil or |
beeswax in a mineral cil base. }
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Finally, clean lightly, but more fre-
quently to avoid the need for
stronger cleaners. Use preventative
strategies at home. Check your home
for smail spaces where pests can gain
access. Learn about pest habits so you
can apply the least hazardous alterna-
tive when pests are most vulnerable.
And remember that your household
can still be considered clean without a
shiny, “spanking clean” look every
day.

Elzine Andrews is a University of Wis- |
consin Extension environmental educa- |
tion specialist. Liz Wessel is a foxics use |

reduction specialist for Citizens for a Bet-- 1 |
ter Enviranment.
ks
& |
e P PUBLSW-136891 }




