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For each business that applies to become a San Francisco Green Business, the San 
Francisco Green Business Program (SFGBP) reviews chemical products and their 
ingredients for potential impacts on health and the environment and suggests 
alternatives as appropriate. The San Francisco Green Business Program has noted that 
there is a tendency towards the overuse of disinfecting chemicals in offices; many 
disinfecting chemicals have harmful effects on human health and the environment and 
are often unnecessary.  
 
The SFGBP has prepared these guidelines to help you avoid the spread of illness in 
your office through preventive measures and the targeted use of disinfectants. These 
guidelines also provide information on how to choose an appropriate disinfectant. 
 
The prevention of illness caused by bacteria and viruses can be minimized in three key 
areas: 
 

• Personal Health 
o Wash your hands frequently 
o Cover your cough 
o Stay home if you’re sick 

• Shared Spaces 
o Clean first, then sanitize or disinfect if necessary 
o Use Targeted Disinfection: clean and disinfect “high-touch” shared 

surfaces such as keyboards, shared workstations, and doorknobs 
• Know Your Disinfectant 

o Select the appropriate product for the microbe of concern 
o Follow product directions for effective disinfection 
o Avoid ingredients that are potentially hazardous to human health and the 

environment 
 
 
Personal Health 
 
These guidelines for personal hygiene as a key element of illness prevention come from 
the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA.)  
The CDCi and FDA both emphasize that the following habits are the best ways to avoid 
getting sick: 
 

• Wash your hands frequently. 
• Cover your cough  
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• Stay home if you’re sick 
 
If you are an employer, encourage sick employees to stay home. 
 
Hand-Washing 
The effectiveness of regular hand-washing to prevent disease cannot be over-
emphasized. According to the FDA, ordinary soap and warm water are as effective as 
antibacterial or antimicrobial soaps in reducing disease-causing bacteria on your 
handsii.  
 
When should you wash your hands?iii 

• Before, during, and after preparing food  
• Before eating food  
• After using the toilet  
• After changing diapers or cleaning up a child who has used the toilet  
• Before and after caring for someone who is sick  
• After blowing your nose, coughing, or sneezing  
• After touching an animal or animal waste  
• After touching garbage  
• Before and after treating a cut or wound  

Areas Frequently Missed in Hand-Washingiv 
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Shared Spaces: 
 
Clean First, Then Sanitize or Disinfect 
 
Microbes (bacteria, fungi, viruses) prefer warm, moist environments that provide food. 
Most of the time in an office environment, if you clean first, then disinfection is not 
necessary. Targeted sanitizing and disinfection should be used for food-surface 
preparation areas (e.g., if your office has a kitchen) or “high-touch” areas during the cold 
and flu season or during a disease outbreak. 
Routine Cleaning and Targeted Disinfection 
 
Even at the height of the 2009-2010 H1N1 flu outbreak, these are the guidelines for 
cleaning provided by the CDC (emphasis added): 
 
 Perform routine environmental cleaning:  

• Routinely clean all frequently touched surfaces in the workplace, such as 
workstations, countertops, and doorknobs. Use the cleaning agents that are usually 
used in these areas and follow the directions on the label.  

• No additional disinfection beyond routine cleaning is recommended. 
• Provide disposable wipes so that commonly used surfaces (for example, doorknobs, 

keyboards, remote controls, desks) can be wiped down by employees before each use.v  

Know Your Disinfectant 
 
Products that make claims that they kill bacteria, viruses and/or other microbes are 
regulated by the US EPA under the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide and Rodenticide Act 
(FIFRAvi). Keep in mind that cleaning with an all-purpose cleaner or soap removes 
99% of microbes. 
 

• Sanitizer: a product labeled as a sanitizer decreases the population of microbes, 
generally achieving a 99.9% reduction. 

• Disinfectant: a disinfectant kills 99.99% of microbes. 
• Sterilant: a sterilant, usually used in hospital settings for surgical equipment, 

removes all microbes. 
• An antibacterial, which will kill bacteria, such as those that commonly cause food-

borne illnesses. 
• An antimicrobial will kill viruses and fungi in addition to bacteria, but must declare 

on its label which microbes it has been tested against. Be sure to check the label 
to make sure you are using the appropriate product. 

 
Choice of Disinfectants 
 
First, ask yourself if a disinfectant is necessary. As detailed above, cleaning is usually 
adequate for illness prevention in the average office setting. Exceptions may include 
situations where you have employees with compromised immune systems.   
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If you feel you must use a disinfectant, make sure you have selected a disinfectant 
appropriate to the microbe you are targeting (e.g. bacteria versus cold and flu viruses). 
Use the disinfectant product sparingly (see Routine Cleaning and Targeted Disinfection, 
above.) Follow the label directions about leaving the product on the surface for an 
appropriate amount of time for effective disinfection. 
 
Hand-washing: if soap and water not available, then hand sanitizers are a good 
alternative. The best options are an alcohol-based sanitizer (with an alcohol 
concentration of at least 60%, according to the CDCvii) or a hand sanitizer containing 
thyme or other oils with disinfectant properties.  
 
Cleaning: Use an all-purpose cleaner. Check the label to make sure that the cleaner 
does not contain one of the antibacterial agents known to have detrimental effects on 
human health and the environment (see below.) 
 
 
Ingredients to Avoid 
 
Triclosan, Triclocarban: Triclosan (TCS) and Triclocarban (TCC) are antimicrobial 
agents commonly used in liquid hand soaps (TCS) and bar soaps (TCC). They are also 
approved for medical use at low concentrations in anti-gingivitis toothpastesviii. Recent 
research indicates that TCS and TCC are potential endocrine disruptors, may 
bioconcentrate in the environment and may pose a threat to aquatic life. Triclosan has 
been detected in the urine of 75% of Americans, and given that endocrine disruptors 
can have effects at minute concentrations, precautionary action appears to be 
warrantedix. 
 
Quaternary ammonium compounds or “quats”:  Quats are antimicrobial agents 
commonly found in household and janitorial surface cleaners and disinfectant products. 
The most common quats found in cleaning products are alkyl dimethyl benzyl 
ammonium chloride (ADBAC) and Didecyl Dimethyl Ammonium Chloride (DDAC). 
Quats are occupational asthmagens and can trigger the immune system. Quat-resistant 
bacteria already exist from our overuse of these compounds; quat-resistant bacteria are 
also cross-resistant to other disinfecting compounds and antibiotics, leading to concerns 
about general antibiotic resistancex. 
                                                 
i http://www.cdc.gov/flu/pdf/freeresources/family/everyday_preventive.pdf 
ii http://www.fda.gov/ohrms/dockets/ac/05/briefing/2005-4184B1_01_08_FDA-TAB07.pdf 
iii http://www.cdc.gov/Features/HandWashing/ 
iv http://www.debgroup.com/en-us/learning-zone/hand-washing-technique/poor-hand-washing 
v http://www.cdc.gov/h1n1flu/business/guidance/ 
vi http://www.epa.gov/oppad001/ad_info.htm 
vii http://www.cdc.gov/handwashing/ 
viii http://www.fda.gov/downloads/ForConsumers/ConsumerUpdates/UCM206222.pdf; 
http://www.epa.gov/oppsrrd1/REDs/factsheets/triclosan_fs.htm 
ixhttp://www.beyondpesticides.org/antibacterial/health/index.htm; 
http://www.beyondpesticides.org/antibacterial/environmental/index.htm 
x Hegstad, K, et al. Department of Microbiology and Infection Control, Reference Centre for Detection of Antimicrobial Resistance, 
University Hospital of North Norway, Tromsø, Norway.  Microb Drug Resist. 2010 Jun;16(2):91-104. Does the wide use of 
quaternary ammonium compounds enhance the selection and spread of antimicrobial resistance and thus threaten our 
health?  


