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What does
taking out
the garbage
have to do
with living
right?

Growing up in the inner city in
Pittsburgh, I used to think of nature as
something to be discovered in Schenley
Park, whether it was found as a 
salamander under a rock in the woods, a
book on the wildlife of Madagascar in
Carnegie Library, or a stuffed dodo bird in
the museum. “Nature”, I thought, didn’t exist
on my street. It was only as an adult that I
became aware of a long, thin, surviving 
finger of green vegetation reaching to my
back fence. It had come all the way from the
Allegheny Forest, along the Baker Trail, the
Allegheny River, and the railroad tracks. This
green finger, at last, pointed me to the critical 
connection between my row house along the tracks
and the vast ancient forests of North America that
once stood on the land where it was built.

Today, as residents of Western Pennsylvania 
continue to rediscover our connections to nature, we
find that we cannot really be separated from the 
natural world by the city limits, the walls of our 
houses, or even by our skins, or the moments of our
births and deaths. Where to draw the line between 
ourselves and nature? It may be a mistake to a draw a
line at all. We are an integral part of nature, 
connected in countless ways to it, inseparable from it.
This is not only what physics, chemistry, and biology tell us
is true, it is also one of the great themes of religion—
Nature, both in ourselves and all around us, is the 
manifestation of the divine, and spiritual fulfillment involves
letting go of a primitive, narrow sense of self as something
separate from the rest of the world so that we can experience
community, commonality, and unity with this divinity. 

If we see ourselves as separate from the environment, if we
ignore the connections between our own lives and deeds and
the rest of the world, we are likely to act in ways that are 
wasteful, destructive, and dangerous.  Because we have learned
so well as Homo sapiens how to manipulate and 
control our surroundings, we can now spend much of our lives in
spheres of our own construction, seemingly independent of the
earth, no longer a part of nature. At the same time, while we have
come to completely dominate our planetary home, we have also,
tragically, caused unprecedented environmental devastation here. 

An Introduction by

Robbie Ali MD,
MPH, MPPM
Director, Center for Healthy
Environments and Communities,
University of Pittsburgh Graduate
School of Public Health
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Our species’ great success has thus led us to urgent challenges: to reconnect ourselves with
nature, to understand both the human implications and the environmental consequences of our
actions, and to find ways of reducing our “ecological footprints”. 

The science of environmental health can help us meet these challenges. It helps us to 
understand how our environments influence our health, as well as how our actions influence the
world around us. It teaches us the implications of how we spend our time, get around, build
places, and make things. It demonstrates the consequences of what we buy, breathe, eat, drink,

wear, use, and throw
away. An environmen-
tal health approach
can lead us to examine
our everyday lives
anew, and point us
towards ways of living
that maximize good,
both for ourselves and
for the rest of the planet.

Where exactly do the products we use come
from, how did they get to us, and what happens
to them after we dispose of them? Life-cycle
analysis addresses these questions. It follows
products from their origins in natural resources
and raw materials through the many processes
that they undergo for consumer use, noting
associated production costs, energy inputs, pol-
lution, and by-products. Then it further 
follows what happens to these products after
consumers dispose of them, through transport
and breakdown to their final fates. Life-cycle
analyses of everyday things show us an often-
surprising web of connections. They also allow
fuller assessments of product benefits and values as well as costs and risks in terms of eco-
nomics, of ecology, and of health. Many useful chemical products, for example, the subjects of
this booklet—the paints, solvents, fluids, pesticides, insecticides, and cleaners that we use to
maintain our homes, gardens, and vehicles— also represent hazards to people, animals, or
environments that require special methods for safe disposal.

This may seem like a pretty high-blown introduction to a subject as mundane as household 
hazardous waste. Yet sometimes, for better or for worse, it is the lowly materials that we use and
take for granted that end up mattering most—we may need to pay attention not just to the 
picture we are painting, but also to the paint. And, sometimes, even getting rid of a few old cans
and bottles lying around in corners of our basements and under our sinks can be a wonderful,
meaningful act of stewardship and devotion. 

“...if we ignore the connections
between our own lives and
deeds and the rest of the world,
we are likely to act in ways that
are wasteful, destructive, and
dangerous.”



Pennsylvania Resources Council's mission is to
promote conservation of our natural resources and 
protection of scenic beauty through public education and
outreach in a collaborative effort with government 
agencies, business, charitable foundations and other 
nonprofit organizations.

Please Note: PRC does not endorse or recommend any of the groups, 
organizations or other entities listed in this publication. Individuals seeking 
information or services from the parties mentioned in this booklet should fully
research their qualifications and capabilities as related to their needs. In addition,
this booklet is not fully comprehensive. More information is available in the
Resource section of this booklet. Information was compiled directly from organiza-
tion's publications, mission statements, and websites. Finally, every effort has been
made to ensure the accuracy and timeliness of the information in this booklet. The
editors apologize for any errors or omissions.

Compiled and edited by PRC staff members Michael Stepaniak and Ginette Vinski 

PRC would like to thank The Heinz Endowments for its generous support
of this project.  Thanks also to the EPA Office of Environmental Justice.
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“Almost every home contains
hazardous products, or
materials that can harm
human health or the
environment if improperly
handled or disposed of.”

5



HHW generally falls into
six categories: 
Cleaning Products: aerosols, bathroom 
cleaners, drain cleaners, chlorine bleach, 
solvents, spot removers, toilet cleaners, oven
cleaners, rug and floor cleaners, furniture polish.

Auto Maintenance: car waxes, starting 
fluids, solvent cleaners, antifreeze, repair 
products, batteries, brake fluid, motor oil, gasoline. 

Home Environment and Improvement
Supplies: oil based stains and paints, 
caulking, varnish, paint thinners, chemical
strippers, fire extinguishers, flea collars and
sprays, insect repellents, insecticides,
kerosene, lighter fluid, lye, mothballs, pool
chemicals. Contrary to popular belief
dried latex paint is not a hazardous
waste material.

Hobby Products: glues, paints, stains, 
finishes, contact cement, photographic
chemicals.

Personal Care and Pharmaceuticals:
nail polish and remover, hair color, 
prescription drugs, mercury thermometers. 

Lawn and Garden Care: weed and pest
killers, herbicides, fungicides, and other
lawn chemicals. 

Note: Materials found in some homes are
not common at all and may either be very
old and not labeled, no longer 
manufactured, illegal to possess or use, or
intended primarily for use by business and
industry. These unusual materials warrant
extra care in handling and disposal. 

How do you tell if a 
product is hazardous?
A substance is considered hazardous if it can
catch fire, if it can react or explode when
mixed with other substances, if it is corrosive,
or if it is toxic. Some, like paint thinner or car
batteries, are fairly obvious, but there are
many that you might not ordinarily think of
such as polishes, insecticides, and glues. 

Read the label:
Look for precautionary words like Poison,
Danger, Warning, Caution, Toxic,
Corrosive, Volatile, Flammable,
Inflammable, Combustible, Explosive,
Reactive, Hazardous, or Harmful on the
product label. 

Poison indicates the highest hazard level.
“Poison” means that a product is highly toxic,
and can cause injury or death if ingested,
inhaled, or absorbed through the skin.

Danger means that a product is either 
highly toxic, flammable, or corrosive. Look
for the word “danger” on cleaners, polishes,
paint strippers, and pesticides. “Danger”
means the product could poison you, cause
serious damage to your skin or eyes, or 
easily cause a fire.

Warning and Caution both indicate that a
product is toxic, corrosive, reactive, or flammable.

Many common chemical products found in the home, garage, workshop, and 

garden contain hazardous ingredients which need to be used, stored, and 

disposed of responsibly and safely. “Household Hazardous Waste” (HHW) is that 

portion of a household product which is no longer usable, leftover, or not wanted and

has to be disposed of. HHW can be described as discarded solid or liquid materials or

containers holding gases which may cause an adverse, harmful, or damaging 

biological effect in an organism or the environment.

6 What Is HHW?



Products that don’t have any of these words
on the label are the least hazardous.  In 
addition, all hazardous products exhibit at
least one of the following properties:

Flammable
Burns easily. Paint, thinners and other 
solvents, and auto products are the most
flammable home products. Usually liquids
that easily ignite and burn. 
Look for words on the product label like:
- “Do not use near heat or flame.”
- “Combustible.”
- “Do not smoke while using this product.”

Reactive
Can spontaneously ignite, explode, or create
poisonous vapors when mixed with other
products (therefore NEVER mix household
products), or can explode when exposed to
heat, air, water or, shock. An example is mix-
ing bleach with ammonia-based cleaners.
Fortunately, there are few consumer products
still on the market that are explosive (except
for fireworks). Some older explosive products
might still be stored in homes.

Corrosive
Eats through materials (acid, for example).
Oven cleaners, drain cleaners, toilet bowl
cleaners, and auto batteries are common
corrosive products. 
Look for words on the product label like: 
- “Causes severe burns on contact.”
- “Can burn eyes, skin, throat.”

Toxic
Poisonous or causes long-term illness (such as
cancer). Pesticides, paint thinners, many auto
products, and some cleaners are toxic. Even in
small quantities may immediately poison, or

cause injury or death through repeated expo-
sure, when inhaled into the lungs, eaten, swal-
lowed, or absorbed through the skin (e.g. rat
poison, pesticides, bleach). 

Look for words on the product label like: 
- “Harmful or fatal if swallowed.”
- “Use only in a well-ventilated area.” 
(This means product fumes are toxic).

7

Which of these materials will NOT be considered a household hazardous waste
when its owner is finished with it?
A) Varnish
B) Automotive Fluid

Answer: Latex Paint.  In fact, as long as the paint is completely dry, unused portions
may be disposed in your regular garbage pick up.   Latex paint is water-based and
therefore non-hazardous.  TIP: To dry latex paint faster, pour kitty litter or paint hard-
ening powder onto newspaper and mix it with the paint.

TAKE THIS QUIZ!

C) Latex Paint
D) Weed Killer

What Is HHW?
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“Most people are exposed to
chemicals at low doses for
long periods of time.”
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Chemicals are part of our lives. Most are found in common products used

for cleaning, automobile maintenance, home improvements, hobbies, personal

care, lawn and garden care, and a variety of other tasks. However, there are reasons

to be cautious about our exposure to some chemicals. An increasing number of 

studies has shown that environmental toxins, including those chemicals found in typi-

cal household cleaners and solvents, have detrimental effects on human health, both

from immediate, acute exposures and from long term, low-dose exposures.

The Pittsburgh Poison Center, based at the
Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh, receives thou-
sands of phone calls annually from PA residents
in the 45 counties west of the Susquehanna
River. Approximately 92 percent of exposure
calls are for acute exposures to substances,
which includes poisoning by HHW. 

In 2004, the Poison Center had received
calls about exposure to automotive fluids
(314 calls), mercury thermometers (27), oil-
based paint (191), and pool chemicals (290)
among many others. The most telling num-
bers come from the calls for exposure to
household cleaners and pesticides: 5,643
and 1,544 calls respectively. Ninety three
percent of these exposures were in the home.

Most people are exposed to chemicals at low
doses for long periods of time (think using a
household cleanser each week). Yet it is 
difficult to determine if diseases and 
disabilities are direct results of those 
particular chemicals. When scientists perform
tests to determine the toxicity of a chemical,
the test is usually performed on small animals
and at higher doses than a human would
normally be exposed to. Moreover, humans
are exposed to multiple chemicals with 
varying degrees of toxicity over a long period
of time. Studies that involve combining
chemicals to test for toxicity are rare.

According to the Collaborative on Health
and the Environment (CHE), a national, 

nonpartisan partnership of individuals and
organizations concerned with the role of the
environment in human and ecosystem health:
“ . . . mixtures [of chemicals] are one of the
huge unknowns in toxicology. The numbers
of chemical combinations experienced by
people living in the real world is staggeringly
large. With any one person carrying
detectable levels of up to several hundred
chemicals at one time, and with the mixtures
varying from person to person, it is beyond
the capacity of modern science to test all 
mixtures, or even all common mixtures.”

Nevertheless, scientific evidence links many
synthetic chemicals to increases in chronic
diseases such as asthma, learning and
behavioral disorders, infertility, and cancers
of the breast, brain, ovary, testicles, and
prostate. Organizations like the Learning
Disabilities Association of America’s (LDA’s)
Healthy Children’s Project and CHE have
been formed to raise public awareness about
potentially harmful toxins and health risks.
Both LDA and CHE have determined that, for
example, normal brain development is
impaired by exposure to toxins resulting in
many learning and other developmental 
disabilities. Some of these toxins include
heavy metals, such as lead and mercury, or
solvents like benzene and alcohol. Forms of
lead or mercury may be found in paints, 
batteries, or thermometers, among other
things. Solvents are found in glues, paints,
cleaning products, aerosols, thinners, and
many more products.

9Hazardous Chemicals and Human Health



Children are at more risk of exposure to 
hazardous chemicals than adults. For one,
children tend to absorb environmental agents
more efficiently. In fact, the skin of infants and
children is more permeable to many chemicals
than an adult’s. Because children eat more,
drink more, and breathe more air than adults
in proportion to their body size, they may
receive a higher dose of a contaminant than
adults would who are living in the same house. 

Height is also a determining factor in expo-
sure. The adult breathing zone is four to six
feet above the floor or the ground, whereas
for children it is much lower. Concentrations
of pollutants settle out of the air and stay
near the floor. House dust, for example, may
become enriched in pollutants tracked in
from outdoors or entering through ventilation
systems.  Children who place objects in their
mouths have more risk of exposure than
adults from putting their hands on contami-
nated substances then placing their fingers in
their mouths. 

The Pittsburgh Poison Center determined that
children under six years of age had the 
highest percentage of poison exposures,
making up 47 percent of the total in western
Pennsylvania.  According to the World Health
Organization, in the United States, poisoning
is the fifth leading cause of accidental death
in children under six years of age, principally
from ingestion of drugs, antidepressants,
analgesics, and household products such as
drain cleaners.

According to the Environmental Health
Sourcebook, a reference book that contains
basic consumer health information about the
environment and its effect on human health,
there are seven factors that determine
whether a chemical is a hazard: 

Toxicity
When only a very large amount of the 
chemical can cause damage, the chemical is
considered to be relatively non-toxic.  When
a small amount can be harmful, the chemical
is considered toxic.

Route of Exposure
Chemicals enter your body through inhala-
tion, skin or eye contact, and ingestion.

Dose
In general, the greater amount of a sub-
stance that enters your body, the greater is
the effect on your body. 

Duration
The longer you are exposed to a chemical,
the more likely you are to be affected by it. 

Latency
The delay between the beginning of exposure
and the appearance of disease caused by
that exposure is called the latency period.
Some chronic effects caused by chemicals,
such as cancer, have very long latency peri-
ods. The length of the latency period for
chronic effects makes it difficult to establish
the cause-and-effect relationship between
the exposure and the illness.

Reaction and Interaction
Be careful if you work with multiple 
chemicals, as a reaction may occur. For
example, when household bleach and lye
(such as drain cleaner) are mixed together,
highly dangerous chlorine gas and
hydrochloric acid are formed.

Sensitivity
Many things determine how an individual will
react to a chemical. These include age, sex,
inherited traits, diet, pregnancy, state of
health and use of medication, drugs, or
alcohol.

Depending on these characteristics, some
people will experience the toxic effects of a
chemical at a lower (or higher) dose than
other people.

10 Hazardous Chemicals and Human Health
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“...mixtures [of chemicals] are one of the
huge unknowns in toxicology. The 
numbers of chemical combinations
experienced by people living in the real
world is staggeringly large.”

Hazardous Chemicals and Human Health



Glass Cleaners Glass cleaners emit ammonia
mist which you can breathe. Ammonia is toxic,
but glass cleaning products do not carry
a warning label.

All Purpose Cleaners May contain
ammonia or chlorine. Ammonia may 
irritate your lungs, causing coughing or
shortness of breath. Chlorine forms cancer caus-
ing compounds when released into the 
environment. Mixed together, they form a deadly 
chloramine gas.

12

Aerosols Although aerosol cans no
longer use CFCs (chlorofluorocarbons),
which damage the ozone layer, many
now contain isobutene, propane, and
butane. Studies on animals show that
these chemicals are toxic to the heart
and central nervous system. Aerosols
may also contain solvents including
ethanol, isopropyl alcohol and 
propylene glycol which are “volatile
organic compounds” (VOCs). VOCs
contribute to global warming and can
contaminate ground and surface water.

How Does HHW Affect My Health?*



House and Garden Pesticides
A National Cancer Institute study reveals that

exposure to household and garden pesticides can
increase the risk of childhood leukemia 

sevenfold. Many pesticides have been linked to birth
defects and cancer. Rain washes pesticides off lawns and gar-

dens, and eventually into our drinking water.

Drain Cleaners The lye, hydrochloric and sulphuric acids
found in drain cleaners can burn human 

tissue, causing permanent damage. If not used
precisely according to directions, they can

also explode.

13

Toilet Bowl Cleaners These products
contain chlorine and hydrochloric acid,
which can burn your skin and eyes.
Swallowing these products can cause
death. Manufacturer’s warning labels
tell you not to breathe the product that
you are using. The fumes alone can
corrode metal, and fumes can escape
even from a closed container.

*Information from Clean Water Action’s “Home SAFE Home” chart.
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“Americans generate
1.6 million tons of HHW
per year.”
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Everyone wants clean water, clean air, and clean soil. We rely on these resources

to drink, breathe, and eat—or in other words—to live. Western Pennsylvania is

abundant with natural resources, including many miles of rivers and streams, expan-

sive stretches of forests, and rich farm land. But hazardous products poured down the

drain or buried in the backyard may permanently damage these resources, conse-

quently harming our way of life.

It is crucial for individuals to understand the drastic effects household hazardous waste can have
on the environment when improperly disposed. These substances can kill living organisms in a
lake or river, destroy wildlife and vegetation in a contaminated area, cause major reproductive
complications in wildlife, or otherwise limit the ability of an ecosystem to survive. Certain haz-
ardous substances also have the potential to explode or cause a fire, threatening both wildlife
and human populations.

According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the average American home can
accumulate as much as 100 pounds of HHW in the basement, garage, and in storage closets.
In total, Americans generate 1.6 million tons of HHW per year. In order for us to continue to
use our natural resources, whether for recreation or commerce, we must consider how our
actions in the home will ultimately lead to consequences in our environment.

15HHW and the Environment



Steps to Take

Minimizing Negative Health and
Environmental Impacts 

HHW Collection Events

Non-Toxic Alternatives to HHW  

“The best method to
reduce the generation of
HHW is not to produce
the waste at all.”

16



Minimizing
Negative
Health and
Environmental
Impacts

In order to protect our health and

the environment, we must know

how to properly use, store, and dispose

of hazardous household products.

Though generally safe when used

according to label directions, these 

products can become dangerous when

people are unaware, or forget, that they are

handling hazardous materials.

The best and easiest method to reduce the 
generation of household hazardous waste and pre-
vent potential pollution from the use of unsafe
products is to not produce the waste at all. Careful
planning and shopping lend themselves to source
reduction – meaning reducing the amount of 
hazardous materials entering the household as well as
reducing the toxicity of the waste generated. Before
purchasing a standard commercial product, read the
label carefully to make sure it will do what you want it
to do. Remember, once you buy a product you are also
legally responsible for disposing of it properly. 

When disposed of improperly, HHW poses a threat to 
sanitation workers, emergency response personnel, and the
environment. Hazardous materials discarded in the trash
may ignite or explode in the collection truck. Trash haulers
have also been injured from fumes and splashing chemicals.
The safety of emergency response personnel is jeopardized
when they respond to fires since many HHW materials are high-
ly reactive. In the landfill, these wastes can leach into surface
water and groundwater — the sources for our drinking water.

17



To help safeguard personal health,
your family’s health, and the environ-
ment, follow these  guidelines: 

What You Should Do

· Avoid buying products with labels 
containing the words caustic, corrosive,
danger, explosive, flammable, poison,
toxic, volatile, or warning.

· Use safer products whenever possible. Safer
alternative products can be found in many
chain and independent stores. Recipes for
making your own can be found in this booklet
(see page 22), other publications, and online.

· Buy hazardous household products only in
the amount you need for the job at hand.

· Follow label directions on how to use a
product, and use the recommended
amounts. More is not necessarily better
and may be hazardous to your health.

· Avoid handling hazardous products if you
are pregnant.

· Use safety equipment such as gloves, 
protective eyewear, or ventilating fans when

the label recommends avoiding skin 
contact, eye contact, or inhalation of vapors.

· Use products up entirely. Remember, it is
not a hazardous waste until it is no longer
wanted or usable.

· Share what you cannot use with a friend,
neighbor, local business, or organization.

· Recycle what can be recycled in your area
(waste motor oil, transmission fluid,
antifreeze, and automotive batteries).
Contact your municipal office or call the
Pennsylvania Resources Council (PRC) at
(412) 488-7452 for locations in your area.

· Keep products in their original containers
with readable labels.

· Safely store the remaining, unusable 
products in their original containers until a
household hazardous waste collection is
held in your area.

Store Products Safely

· Close lids tightly so that products will not
dry out, evaporate, or leak.

· Store hazardous products in a locked 
cabinet away from children and animals.

· Store in a cool, dry area.

· Store away from food. Household chemicals
should not be stored with food products as
they could spill causing contamination.

· Store away from sources of heat, spark, or flame.

· Store in original containers with label intact.

· Make sure the containers always have read-
able labels. If a label comes off or can no
longer be read, make a new label using a
permanent marker.

Here are some steps
that you can take:
· Buy only what you need
· Use less toxic alternatives
· Give away unused portions to friends
· Bring HHW to a collection event
· Take responsibility for what you buy

18 Minimizing Negative Health and Environmental Impacts



· If container is leaking, pack it in a larger
leak-free container, perhaps with kitty litter.

· Place boxes in car trunk. If you must trans-
port items inside the car, keep the car 
ventilated and place combustibles out of
direct sunlight and away from heat sources.

· Don’t smoke, eat, or drink while 
transporting HHW.

· Transport products in the back of a pickup
truck or in a car trunk. If you must transport
the materials in the passenger compartment,
make sure there is adequate ventilation.

· Keep flammables out of direct sunlight and
away from sources of heat, spark, flame, 
or ignition.

· If the product container is deteriorating,
place the entire container in a plastic 
bucket or glass jar with a tight-fitting lid.
Surround it with a non-flammable
absorbent, such as kitty litter, vermiculite, or
floor dry, to absorb spills.

· Separate flammables, corrosives, and 
poisons and store them on separate shelves. 

Transport Products
Safely

When transporting items to an HHW 
collection event, please take the following 
precautions:

· Wear protective gloves when handling
household hazardous wastes. Don’t bring
children or pets along to the collection site.

· Pack containers in a lined box in case of a spill.

· Place products upright in cardboard box
and secure them so that they don’t tip over
in transport.

· If possible, bring items in their original 
containers, or clearly mark on the contain-
er its contents. Every effort should be made
to identify unknowns. If unaware of the
specific product name, provide the product
category, such as pesticide or cleaning
product, if possible.

· Don’t mix different products together.

· Tighten all lids before transporting.

What You Should Not Do

· NEVER leave products within reach of 
children or animals. Lock storage cabinets if
necessary. Teach children about the 
dangers of chemicals. In addition, keep
emergency phone numbers next to or
attached to the phone. These numbers
should include Ambulance, Fire, Police,
Poison Control Center, and your doctor. The
Poison Control Center now has one central
toll free number that can be used anywhere
in the United States, it is: 1-800-222-1222.

· NEVER allow children to handle or dispose
of household hazardous products or waste.

· NEVER dump HHW down storm sewers or
in the backyard.

· NEVER burn or bury HHW.

· NEVER put HHW in the trash or pour down
the drain before checking the disposal 
recommendation for that product.

· NEVER reuse containers for other purposes.

· NEVER mix products unless instructed to do
so by the label directions. 

19Minimizing Negative Health and Environmental Impacts



HHW
Collection
Events As the population of Southwestern

Pennsylvania ages, diversifies,

and relocates, the need for a sustain-

able, multi-county Household Hazardous

Waste (HHW) collection program has

dramatically increased. Every day govern-

ment offices and local environmental

organizations throughout our region receive

numerous inquiries regarding the disposal of

hazardous materials that cannot be placed

out for regular trash or recycling collections. 

The Southwestern Pennsylvania Household
Hazardous Waste Task Force (SW PA HHW Task
Force), a volunteer group representing a diverse mix
of committed individuals from industry, 
environmental, education, non-profit, and 
government organizations, was formed in 2002 to
develop and implement a comprehensive program. Its
mission is to facilitate the proper collection and 
disposal of HHW and minimize its generation through
education in Southwestern Pennsylvania. The
Pennsylvania Resources Council (PRC), a non-profit
organization dedicated to protecting the environment is
the project administrator. PRC staff members facilitate
meetings, organize collection events, spearhead 
fundraising and volunteer efforts, and help develop educa-
tion and outreach materials. 

Since May of 2003 the Task Force has coordinated and 
hosted eight highly successful collections in Allegheny and
surrounding counties. These collections enabled over 5,400
PA residents to responsibly, safely, and economically dispose of
over 530,000 pounds of HHW including agricultural materials.
In addition, participants were provided with a variety of HHW
educational materials to help them make more informed 
decisions when it comes time to purchase and use chemical
products in the future. The HHW collection events are being 
supplemented by a series of other collections sponsored by PRC
and Construction Junction, the area’s first non-profit used build-

20



ing materials warehouse and retail outlet, for
additional hard to recycle and dispose of
materials such as tires, appliances, electron-
ics, and latex paint. 

While the 2003-04 HHW collection events
are important first steps, developing a 
sustainable HHW program is the only 
genuine way to make a lasting impact on the
quality of life, health, and the environment in
the region. The Task Force will continue to
partner with municipalities, industry, and

local institutions during 2005 and beyond
to ensure that this occurs.

For information on upcoming collection
events, HHW education, or to volunteer at
an event, contact the Pennsylvania
Resources Council at (412) 488-7452 or
visit the Southwestern PA HHW Task Force
web site at www.swpahhw.org.

21HHW Collection Events



Non-Toxic
Alternatives
to HHW An effective way to reduce the 

amount and toxicity of waste in

and around the home is to use less haz-

ardous or nonhazardous alternative

products. Today, safer products are 

readily available and can be found in

home improvement, grocery, and natural

food stores. Many are also available

online. Alternative products are not only

safer and equally effective as their more toxic

counterparts, but they are often cheaper. 

There are numerous national manufacturers of
alternative cleaning and household maintenance
products (please note: the Pennsylvania Resources
Council does not endorse a particular manufacturer
or their products. All information below is provided by
the manufacturers). A few of the more widely 
available alternative product lines include: 

Seventh Generation - offers a complete line of 
non-toxic household products which are designed to
work as well as their traditional counterparts, but use
renewable, non-toxic, phosphate free and 
biodegradable ingredients, and are never tested on 
animals. They do not create fumes or leave residues that
may affect the health of your family or your pets 
(www.seventhgeneration.com).

Sun and Earth - manufactures natural environmentally
friendly household cleaning and laundry products which work
as well or better than leading national brands at 
removing grease, dirt, stains, and odors
(www.sunandearth.com).

Earth Friendly Products - manufactures natural environmentally
friendly high quality cleaning products that are absolutely safe for your
family, pets, and the environment, made with replenishable 
ingredients and that compete with the “majors” in performance,
price, and convenience. Their product lines include household,
industrial, and pet products (www.ecos.com).
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Ecover – was established in 1979 and was
the first manufacturer to market ecological
cleaning products on a large scale. Their
continuing success is based on the effective-
ness of their products, which rivals that of
conventional products, and their consistent
ecological company philosophy that benefits
people, animals, and the environment
(www.ecover.com).

Allens Naturally – was founded over 19
years ago in conjunction with the Stone Soup
Cooperative whose members wanted home
care products free of dyes and perfumes. As
a result, a complete line of home care prod-
ucts free of perfume and dyes were devel-
oped (www.allensnaturally.com).

Another option is to make your own products
at home. Homemade products are easy to
make, effective, healthier to use, and cost
effective. In addition, since you know exactly
what the ingredients are, you can control the
strength of the product. Whichever method
you choose will help protect personal health,
the health of your family, neighbors, and the
environment.

Below is a selection of recipes for alternative
cleaning products that you can make at
home (recipes courtesy of Alameda County,
California - Waste Management Authority):

All-Purpose Cleaner
1 quart warm water 
1 teaspoon liquid soap 
1 teaspoon borax 
1/4 cup undiluted white vinegar 
Mix ingredients and store in a spray bottle.
Use for cleaning countertops, floors, walls,
carpets and upholstery.

Glass Cleaner
1 quart warm water 
1/4 cup white vinegar (or 2 tablespoons
lemon juice) 
Mix ingredients and store in a spray bottle.
Dip a wet sponge in baking soda to clean a
glass oven door. 

Disinfectant
Use 1/2 cup of borax in one gallon of hot
water.  To prevent mold or mildew from
forming, don’t rinse off the borax solution.

Stain Remover
1 part glycerin 
1 part liquid dish washing detergent 
8 parts water 
Test on unexposed area of fabric.
Apply to stain as soon as possible and blot
with cloth.
Store in a plastic squeeze bottle.
Shake well before each use.

Oven Cleaner 
1 quart warm water 
2 teaspoons borax 
2 tablespoons liquid soap 
Spray on solutions, wait 20 minutes, then
clean. You can also pour salt on spills as
they occur and wipe while your oven is
warm.

Drain Cleaner 
Pour 1/4 cup baking soda down the drain,
followed by 2 ounces of vinegar. Cover the
drain and let sit for 15 minutes. Rinse with 2
quarts of boiling water. Use this treatment
regularly to prevent clogged drains and
keep them smelling fresh. Also, pour boiling
water down drains on a weekly basis to 
prevent grime buildup. 
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Toilet Bowls 
Put 1/4 cup borax in toilet bowl and let set
overnight. Next day, scrub — or scrub with a
solution of 1/2 cup borax to 1 gallon of water.

Tub and Tiles 
Scrub surfaces with baking soda slightly
moistened with water. 

Vinyl Floors 
1 gallon warm water 
1/2 cup white vinegar or 1/4 cup borax 

Wood Floors
For unvarnished floors, dampen mop with
mild vegetable oil soap.
For no-wax floors (such as polyurethane or
Swedish finishes), clean with 1 part vinegar
to 10 parts water. 

Polishes
Silver: Rub object gently with toothpaste on
a soft cloth to avoid scratching. Rinse well
with water.

Copper: Pour vinegar and salt over copper
and rub. 

Brass: Polish with Worcestershire sauce; or
pour on ketchup, let sit, then wipe dry. 

Chrome: Shine wet chrome fixtures by rub-
bing with newspaper; or rub with baby oil
and a soft cloth. Test first on an inconspicu-
ous area. 

Alternative Air Fresheners 
Pour vanilla extract or essential oils on a
cotton ball in a saucer.
Use in your car, home or refrigerator. 
Set out a dish of vinegar, or boil 1 table-
spoon white vinegar in 1 cup of water to
eliminate unpleasant cooking odors. 
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How many of these products do you
already have in your home?
__baking soda
__white distilled vinegar
__liquid soap

Many consumers have found that it is
much cheaper to purchase these
products and make their own cleaners
instead of purchasing brand name
cleaners.

CHECKLIST

Non-Toxic Alternatives to HHW
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Resources
Following is a list of resources organized by topic:

Environmental Issues/Household Hazardous Waste
Pennsylvania Resources Council (PRC)
PRC, founded in 1939, is one of the oldest non-profit environmental groups in Pennsylvania.  PRC's
mission is to promote conservation of our natural resources and protection of scenic beauty through 
public education and outreach in a collaborative effort with government agencies, business, charitable
foundations and other nonprofit organizations. PRC has extensive experience in public education initia-
tives, especially on topics including household hazardous waste, recycling, litter prevention, composting,
and watershed awareness.
www.prc.org
(412) 488-7490

PA Department of Environmental Protection (PA DEP)
The DEP is that agency of state government that is charged with environmental permitting, regulations,
and educating the residents of Pennsylvania on a multitude of environmental topics.
www.dep.state.pa.us

United States Environmental Protection Agency (US EPA)
The EPA is a federal agency whose mission is to protect human health and the environment. Since
1970, EPA has been working for a cleaner, healthier environment for the American people.
www.epa.gov

Southwestern PA Household Hazardous Waste Task Force
The Task Force is comprised of members from profit, non-profit, academia, government and environ-
mental organizations. The Task Force's mission is to facilitate the proper collection and disposal of
household hazardous waste and minimize its generation through education in Southwestern
Pennsylvania.
www.swpahhw.org
(412) 488-7452

Pittsburgh Poison Center (PPC)
Staffed 24 hours a day, the PPC responds each year to more than 109,000 requests for poison infor-
mation from the general public and medical professionals. There is no fee for this service. With the Mr.
Yuk™ poison warning symbol as its focal point, the PPC conducts comprehensive, continuing poison
prevention education programs with the belief that it is better to prevent an accidental poisoning than to
treat one. For Mr. Yuk stickers, educational materials or questions about the Mr. Yuk program, please
visit the website www.chp.edu/mryuk or call (412) 692-5315.
24-Hour Emergency Phone Number: (800) 222-1222
Administrative Office: (412) 390-3300

Environmental Health
Collaborative on Health and the Environment (CHE)
The Collaborative on Health and the Environment (CHE) is a national, nonpartisan network of organiza-
tions and individuals concerned about environmental contaminants and their linkages to disease.
www.cheforhealth.org

Collaborative on Health and the Environment in Pennsylvania (CHE-Penn)
Guided by science and medicine, CHE-Penn is committed to developing resources to prevent environ-
mental illness and foster whole health through public education and community advocacy.
www.che-penn.org
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University of Pittsburgh's Graduate School of Public Health Center for Healthy
Environments and Communities (CHEC)
CHEC is focused on improving the social and physical aspects of environmental health in Western
Pennsylvania through a community-based approach. Their aim is to offer access to local environmental
health data, opportunities for collaboration and conferencing, and outreach that helps people improve
their lives and neighborhoods.
www.chec.pitt.edu

The Center for Children's Health and the Environment (CCHE)
CCHE was established in 1998 within the Department of Community and Preventive Medicine of the
Mount Sinai School of Medicine. CCHE's mission is to promote the health of children by conducting
environmental health and policy research. 
www.childenvironment.org

Learning Disabilities Association of America (LDA)
LDA is the largest non-profit volunteer organization advocating for individuals with learning disabilities.
Since 1964, LDA has grown to serve tens of thousands of members with learning disabilities, their fami-
lies and the professionals who work with them.
www.ldanatl.org
(412) 341-1515
LDA of PA: www.ldapa.org

Healthy Children Project - A project of the Learning Disabilities Association of
America
The purpose of the Learning Disabilities Association of America's Healthy Children Project is to raise
public awareness about potentially harmful toxins and health risks. The project targets women and men
of reproductive age (especially those at high-risk), their children, and the health care professionals who
serve them to make more informed and safer choices to protect our children and future generations
from preventable harm.
www.healthychildrenproject.org
(888) 300-6710

Healthy Home Resources (HHR)
HHR supports communities and families in creating and maintaining healthy homes. HHR provides sim-
ple strategies in preventing lead poisoning and childhood injury.
www.healthyhomeresources.org
(412) 431-4449 ext. 201

The Science and Environmental Health Network (SEHN)
SEHN advocates the wise application of science for protecting the environment and public health.
Founded in 1994, SEHN serves as both network and think tank for the environmental movement.
www.sehn.org

Before we are even born, synthetic chemicals and heavy metals of all kinds begin
building up in our bodies. For more information about body burden, visit: 
www.chemicalbodyburden.org

Non-toxic Cleaning Products

Clean & Green: The Complete Guide to Nontoxic and Environmentally Safe
Housekeeping
by Annie Berthold-Bond

Clean House, Clean Planet: Clean Your House for Pennies a Day the Safe,
Nontoxic Way
by Karen Logan

Care2 Make a Difference!
www.care2.com/healthyliving

EnviroSense
Fact Sheet: Safe Substitutes at Home: Non-toxic Household Products
http://es.epa.gov/techinfo/facts/safe-fs.html
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