
Pollution prevention is a growing concern for hospi-
tals. At its simplest, pollution prevention (P2) is good 
business. It reduces the amount of products pur-
chased, and reduces the amount of waste sent out. 
However, P2 is truly important because it helps cre-
ate healthy hospitals environments. One P2 strategy 
that is becoming more prevalent is the green clean-
ing movement, which is the reduced use of harsh, 
toxic cleaners. 

Many initiatives have already been taken by Ca-
nadian hospitals to ensure that their indoor envi-
ronments are safe for patients, staff, and visitors. 
Recently, the Canadian Coalition for Green Health 
Care completed a survey of Canadian health care 
facilities in an effort to gain insight into what is cur-
rently being done to reduce the needlessly toxic 
method of infection control in Canadian hospitals. 
The following is a description of the current state of 
green cleaning within Canadian hospitals and how 
the movement can gain momentum.

Current State of Green Cleaning
When a facility is trying to reduce their use of harsh 
cleaners, they should examine which cleaning 
processes can be changed or improved, and what 
products can be substituted. Another logical step in 
changing cleaning practices is to examine what ar-
eas need to be cleaned, and what areas need to be 
disinfected. Such a distinction is important for two 
reasons. One, there are often areas within hospitals 
which are less pathologically sensitive than the rest 
of the hospital that are being unnecessarily sterilized 
with harsh and volatile chemicals. 
For example, the front entrance hallway of a hospital 
is less pathologically sensitive than the floor of an 
intensive care unit. This determination allows house-
keeping departments to moderate the way these 
areas are cleaned, and therefore  can become more 
comfortable using green cleaners in such areas. 
This was confirmed by the survey, which revealed 
that the majority of green cleaning product are used 
to clean areas that don’t require complete steriliza-
tion. This includes surface cleaners for both patient 
and common areas, glass cleaners, and especially 
floor products such as cleaners, strippers, and 
waxes. 
The least common types of green cleaners used 
are kitchen, laundry, and carpet cleaners. It is 
unclear why these cleaners are less frequently 
explored for green alternatives, although it may be 
related to quality concerns associated with green 
cleaning products.
Product substitution is another strategy to reduce the 
use of cleaners and toxics. To date, the most common 
product used as a substitute for harsh cleaners are 
microfiber products, such as mops and cloths. Micro-
fiber products can be used with simple detergents to 
remove 95% of microorganisms (Markkanen et al., 
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2009). This process allows hospitals to avoid the 
unnecessary use of disinfectants. Steam cleaners 
have also been explored as an alternative to chemi-
cal disinfection. Some steam cleaners are hand-held 
units for cleaning surfaces, while floor cleaning units 
are also often used. The obvious advantage of steam 
cleaning is that they do not require detergents or dis-
infectants, since the heat from the steam sanitizes a 
surface on contact. However, there are cases where 
detergent pre-treatments are used in combination 
with steam cleaning, to scour surfaces. 
Aside from new technologies, some housekeeping 
departments reduced the number of cleaners they 
purchased simply by replacing multiple product with 
one multiple-purpose natural alternative. In combina-
tion with procuring green cleaners, this product sub-
stitution can help to reduce the use of toxic, conven-
tional cleaners.

Moving Forward
Many challenges exist when trying to change how 
hospitals are cleaned. However, these challenges 
must be overcome for the green cleaning movement 
in healthcare to take root. The first step to overcoming 
the barriers to adopting green cleaning practices is to 
determine what exactly those barriers are. The survey 
indicated that housekeeping departments perceive 
two main obstacles to switching to green cleaners: 
product cost and efficacy. 
With respect to costs, the primary concerns are that 
green cleaners are more expensive than conventional 
products, and that there is a lack of a business case 
showing cost-effectiveness. This data conflicts with 
the data collected from facilities that had investigated 
the costs of green cleaners, and have had experience 
ordering and using them. These facilities concluded 
that the costs of the green cleaners were gener-
ally equal or less in cost compared to conventional 
products, revealing the urgency to publish a stronger 
business case for green cleaners. It also indicates 
that housekeeping departments need to be better in-
formed about cost comparisons between conventional 
and green cleaners, and to seek that information.
The second major barrier is the concern with prod-
uct reliability and efficacy. Because of strict infection 
control and fear of antibiotic resistant, one of the 
respondent facilities communicated that bleach is 

MedBuy leads the way on green 
cleaners
In 2009, MedBuy, which is one of Canada’s larg-
est healthcare Group Purchasing Organisation, 
was developing a RFP for housekeeping chemi-
cal products. The RFP would need to be open, 
fair and equitable for suppliers to bid their prod-
ucts and best match the criteria established by 
the Ad hoc Committee, which was made up of 
representatives from their member hospitals who 
wanted to go green. 

With guidance from the Canadian Coalition for 
Green Health Care, MedBuy decided to apply a 
Mandatory Criteria that vendors must have third 
party certification from either the EcoLogo or 
Green Seal programs on a majority of the prod-
ucts contained in the RFP. The RFP would also 
score several other environmental questions 
including information from the supplier on the 
product bio-degradability, what environmentally 
friendly programs or initiatives does the supply-
ing company itself undertake, information on any 
new environmentally friendly product develop-
ment, and information on the business case for a 
hospital to switch to a particular green product. 

The winning bid was awarded to distribution 
company Unisource, with products manufactured 
by Johnson Diversy. In order to gain acceptance 
for certain products, Johnson Diversy undertook 
product modifications, to ensure that they meet 
the requirements of the EcoLogo certification 
program as requested by the member hospitals. 
Hospitals on the east coast of Canada are very 
interested in using green products, with close to 
100 facilities choosing green housekeeping prod-
ucts with the likes of the Cape Breton Regional 
Health Authority leading the charge. MedBuy 
is now offering these green options across the 
country to their member hospitals in other prov-
inces, and including other green housekeeping 
supplies such as toilet paper and paper towels.

Contact: Chuck FitzGerald, Contracting Director 
cfitzgerald@medbuy.ca
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a necessary cleaning agent. These issues around 
product efficacy are understandable because of 
hospitals’ necessary concern for maintaining sterile 
environments and patient safety. Further, since many 
green cleaners are new products, they do not have 
strong use-histories. However, many hospitals are ad-
dressing these concerns by trialling new products in 
low-risk areas. They test the efficiency and efficacy of 
these products using a variety of techniques, includ-
ing bacteria sampling, microbial simulation auditing, 
and Adenosine Triphosphate testing. While such 
trials are a strong step forward for the green cleaning 
movement, it is evident that the results of these trials 
need to be shared within the health care community.
Finally, there is another barrier that is important to 
note: supplier contracts. Hospitals need suppliers 
for their cleaning products since they use such large 
volumes of cleaners. However, if a supplier under 
contract does not provide green cleaners then the 
hospital has no choice but to purchase conventional 
products. 
Attention was drawn in particular to group purchas-
ing organizations (GPOs). With GPOs, individual 
members are forced to purchase what the group 
as a whole selects. As one respondent describes: 
“we have green products now, but in the upcoming 
months we may not”. Fortunately, as Boxes 1 and 2 
describe, not only are more cleaning suppliers ex-
panding their offerings of green products, but GPOs 
are also beginning to offer more green.
In order to help hospitals use more green clean-
ers, the Coalition is developing a green products 
database. The survey revealed that certain types of 
information would be especially valuable in such a 
database, including product names, intended purpose 
for the cleaner, known vendors, whether the products 
are 3rd party certified, and which hospitals are using 
the product. 
An example of the database is provided in Table 1. 
The final column, containing which hospitals are using 
the product, is particularly important. Such information 
will help hospitals overcome their concerns over prod-
uct efficacy as it provides a use-history for products. 
Moreover, some hospitals will be able to share the 
information they gather from any green cleaner trials 
they may perform. This will eliminate the repetition of 
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efforts and accelerate the adoption of green cleaners 
by Canadian hospitals.

Conclusion
The results of the Canadian Coalition for Green Health 
Care’s survey indicate that green cleaners and alter-
native products are making there way into Canadian 
hospitals. This is occurring through changes to clean-
ing processes as well as cleaning products. However, 
in order to expand the use of green cleaners, several 
challenges still need to be met. Fortunately, tools are 
being developed to help the movement gain momen-
tum. The Canadian Coalition for Green Health Care 
will continue to explore these issues as it seeks make 
a lasting impact upon the greening of the Canadian 
health care landscape.

Deb Canada goes EcoLogo
In 2009, EcoLogo was developing a standard for 
alcohol based hand sanitizers, which have been 
commonly used in hospitals. The Coalition pro-
vided comments on this development, ensuring 
that a hospital perspective would be consid-
ered. In 2010, Deb Canada, who participates on 
the Coalition listserv, introduced their Ecologo 
certified hand sanitizer product. 

“We are excited to receive EcoLogo certification 
for Microsan® Encore Foaming Alcohol Han-
drub,” says Patrick Boshell, Marketing Manager 
for Deb Canada. “With its 72% Ethyl Alcohol, 
Microsan® Encore meets the EcoLogo Standard 
because the formulation is fragrance free, ‘read-
ily biodegradable’ and our 400 ml pump bottles 
and 1-litre cartridges are 100% recyclable.”

Contact: Patrick Boshell, Marketing Manager      
patrick.boshell@debcanada.com

Box 2: Deb Canada
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Cleaner Purpose 3rd Party 
Certification

Supplier Hospital 
Contact

Surface Cleaners

Ecologic So-
lutions E-2 
Heavy Duty 
Degreaser

Kitchen 
Cleaner

EcoLogo, 
GRA

Unknown Hospital A

Enviro-Solu-
tions ES58 

Odor Elimina-
tor

Bathroom 
Cleaner

EcoLogo Enviro-
Solutions 
Canada

Hospital B

Avmor ECO-
PURE EP64 
Neutral ph 
Multi-Use 
Cleaner

Multi-
Purpose 
Surface 
Cleaner

Green Seal Checkers 
Cleaning 
Supply

Hospital C

Disinfectants

Virox Acceler-
ated Hydro-

gen Peroxide 
(AHP)

Disinfectant EcoLogo & 
Green Seal

Virox Canada Hospital D

Facility Maintenance

Daimer 
Industries 

Eco-Green® 
Evaporator 

Coil Cleaner

Coil Cleaner None Grainger Hospital E

Floor Strippers and Finishes

Dustbane 
Orbit Floor 

Finish

Floor Finish EnviroChoice 
Green Seal

Dustbane Hospital F

Table 1: Sample Green Cleaner Database
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