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News

Cleariin schools
the green way

Noxious chemicals get heave-ho in many districts

STAFFPHOTOSBY PETERMONSEES

Bob Aromando working at Lenape Meadows School in Mahwah.. Thedistrict has traded in its conventional cleansers for green products. top.

See what
dangers some
cleaners pose,
and learn what
it means to be
green. A-6

By ADRIENNE LU
STAFFWRITER

. Harsh scrubbing powders, caustic
cleaning fluids and pungent disinfectant
sprays may be headed the way of the
chalkboard in classrooms, as
more and more schools trade
conventional cleaning products
for less toxic and more environ­
mentally friendly alternatives.

Even though New Jersey has
yet to require "green cleaning" in
schools, many school districts
are switchingon their own, citing health
and environmental reasons.

Tcnafly schools switched to green
cleaningproducts about two yearsago, ac­
cordingto Vincent Benenati, supervisor of

buildingsand grounds.
"TIle days of using bleach and ammo­

nia - those days are long gone in school
cleaning," Benenati said.

"We did it really with the children in
mind first, but then we found out that

even for the custodians and the
maintenance men, .it was a lot
less offensive odors and easier
on the skin," Benenati added.
"It's a win-win situation. I've
found no downside at all going
to green cleaning products."

Scot Van Demark, supervisor
of buildingsand grounds for the Mahwah
schools, said his district also switched to
green cleaning products about two years
ago. Now most of the cleaning products

See GREEN Page A-6

Safe cleaning tips
. • Use only as muchofthe product as
needed and follow the manufacturer's in­
structions. (Forexample,when a product
callsfor two capfuls in a bucket ofwater,
don't use 10.)
• Ventilate. Ifyou don't have windows open,
the chemicals won't have anywhere to go, so
you're goingto be breathing them.
• Get rid of paper towels and rags that are
wetwith cleaning products. Put them ina
garbage pail outside, or, ifyou reuse them,
wash them right away. Otherwise, it's like
leaving out a bottle ofa productwith the
cap off.
Source: Charles Weschler. protessor at the University of
Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey's Raben Wood
Johnson Medical School and expert on indoor a;r quality
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Scot Van Demark. supervisor ofbuildings and grounds for Mahwahschools. says hisworkers are happier and healthier using greencleansers.

Source:The Deirdre Imus Environmental Center for Pediatric Oncology

asthma attacks to cancer.
So-calledgreen cleaning prod­

ucts may or may not be any bet­
ter, Weschler warned. "Green is
such an ill-defined word right
now when it comes to cleaning
products," he said.

Forsomeschools, the decision
to go green was simple. George

·Connelly, superintendent of Glen
Hockschools,said Glen Hock is
simply trying to do its part by
green cleaning.

"If we can clean our floors,
clean our walls and at the same
time use products that are envi­
ronmentallyfriendly, then I think
that there's no doubt that that's
what we want to do."

What it means
to be green
Someof therequirements
of theGreening theCleaning
product line:
• Must befree ofknown human
carcinogens, mutagens, terato­
gens orendocrine disruptors.
• Must not contain compounds
orsubstances that contribute to
atmosphericgreenhousegases,
smogor ozone depletion.
• Must not be corrosive to skin or
inanimate surfaces.
• Must not be a severe skin or
eye irritant.
• Must notcontain toxic dyes.
• Must not be delivered in aerosol
cans.
• Must notcontain petroleum-de­
rived or petrochemical-blended
fragrances. .
• Must notcontain heavymetals
that are toxic to humans, animal
life or the environment.

cost less than the conventional • Should be readily biodegrad­
versions), and hassince spread to ableat gr~ater tha~ 90 percentin
other institutions, including 30 da~s. wlthout being run through
Newark Liberty International a rnunicipal effluent treatment
Airport ' ~ process.
. Imus said that man~' of the • Should be made ofreplenish­

chemicals found in conventional ablenatural (plant) sources when
cleaners can trigger allergies and possible.
rashesand may even contain car-
cinogens and neurotoxins.

"It's extremely fundamental in
protectingour children's health,"
Imus said, noting that children
spend a large portion of their
days at school.

How much of a threat do tra­
ditional cleaning products really
pose? It'sa question scientists are
still trying to answer. Some clean­
ing products contain chemicals
that have not been independent­
ly tested or approved.

Charles Weschler, a professor
at Robert Wood Johnson Med­
ical School at the University of
Medicine and Dentistry of New
Jersey and an expert in the field,
said some conventional cleaning
products may indeed pose either
chronic or acute health risks to
people, meaning anything from E-mail: lu@northjersey.com

• Ammonia
Acute health effects: Canirritate
and bumskin and eyes; can irri­
tate nose, throat and lungs, caus­
ing coughing, wheezing and
shortness ofbreath. Higher expo­
sures maycause buildup offluid
in lungs. Maycause headaches,
loss ofsense of smell, nauseaand
vomiting.
• Ethylene glycol
Acute health effects: Canirritate
eyes, nose and throat.
Chronichealth effects: May
cause birth defects. Repeated or
high exposure mayaffect kidneys
and brain.

beyond the health and environ­
mental benefits, green cleaners
are also easier-on the facilities.

"We extend the useful life of
carpets and floors in the building
because we'ie ' not using' these
harsh bleaches or chemicals on
them," Eisenbergsaid.

In NewJersey, Deirdre Imus ­
wife of radio show host Don
Imus - has been at the forefront
of the green cleaning movement.
In 2001"she started the "Green­
ing the Cleaning" program at
Hackensack University Medical
Center, replacing conventional
cleaners with her own line of
non-toxic products. Today, the
non-profit product line has ex­
panded to include retailproducts
for household use.

The Imuses have raised mil­
lions of dollars for the hospital
over the years; Deirdre Imus cre­
ated a center at the hospital to
study carcinogens and their ef­
fects on children.

Staff, doctors and patients em­
braced the program, whichyield­
ed savings of about 15 percent
(many green cleaning products

Cleaners and their,dangers
Common ingredients in conventional glasscleaners
and theirpossiblehealth effects:

• Isopropyl alcohol
Acute health effects: Canirritate
skin, eyes, nose and throat. Over­
exposure can cause headache,
drowsiness, confusion. loss ofco­
ordination, unconsciousness.
Chronic health effects: Repeat­
ed skin exposure can leadto itch­
ing, redness, rash, drying and
cracking
• 2-butoxyethanol
Acute health effects: Cancause
headache,dizziness, Iightheaded­
ness, confusion and irritationto
the eyes, nose, throatand mouth.
Chronic health effects: Can
damage the developing fetus and
testes. Other possible effects in-
clude liver and kidneydamage.
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are water-based and none con­
tains ammonia.

"My guys like using these
products because we know
there's no risk of anyland of con­
tamination, our hands won't be
all dried out, our eyes won't be
watery, and wecan breathe," Van
Demarksaid.

Just a few years ago, custodial
staff often would hold their
breath while using certain prod­
ucts to avoid inhalingfumes,Van
Demarksaid. Sometimes, janitors
would accidentally dip their
hands into a cleaning product
and their sian would turn white
and chap.

That doesn't happen with the
new cleaning products,Van De­
mark said. Many of the green
cleaners are just as effective as, if
not better than, theirconvention­
al counterparts, he said, though a
few do require a bit mo~e elbow
grease.

In New York, all public.and
private schools must switch to
green cleaningthis schbol year,
which means that all-purpose
cleaners, cleaning products for
window,carpets and bathrooms
and even hand soaps must com­
ply with detailed guidelines de­
veloped by the state's Offi ce of
GeneralServices.TIle state is be­
lieved to be the first to require
green cleaning in all its schools.

Former New Jersey Gov.
Richard Codeysigned an execu­
tive order a year ago requiring
state agencies to use environ­
mentally friendly cleaning prod­
ucts, but the ruling doesnot apply
to schools.TIle state Department
of Education currently has no
plans to require green cleaning in
schools, a spokesman said.

Michael Eisenberg,seniorvice
president of Guardian Service In­
dustries, a janitorial services com­
pany that has switched to green
cleaning and now serves Har­
rington Park schools, said that
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