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managing dental  office chemical  use

Managing Dental Office Chemical Use

For more information please visit SFEnvironment.org or call ( 415 ) 355-3700. 
SFEnvironment  Our home. Our city. Our planet.  SF Environment is a department of the City and County of San Francisco.
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■ Alcohols, phosphoric acid and enzymes are 
the most common active ingredients in vacuum 
line cleaners and disinfectants

■ A dentist uses, on average, 40 g/day of 
vacuum line cleaner or disinfectant products

■ These cleaner and disinfectant products 
contain an average of 5 g/day of hazardous 
ingredients

Recommended AlteRnAtives

Use enzyme based cleaners

Evaluate the active ingredients and other 
chemicals in your line cleanser. Choose products 
that are least toxic yet are still able to accomplish 
the intended purpose. Do not use bleach, 
formaldehyde or glutaraldehyde for vacuum  
line disinfection.

Prepare and mix products according to 
manufacturer’s directions. Monitor the process to 
determine the least amount of product necessary 
to achieve desired result.

■ Enzymes are the most common ingredient in 
ultrasonic baths (used by 70% of surveyed 
dental offices)

■ Other baths are formulated as chemical 
cleaners or disinfectants

■ A dentist uses, on average, 85 g/day  
of ultrasonic bath cleaner

■ Chemical-type bath cleaners contain an 
average of 25 g/day of hazardous  
ingredients per dentist

Recommended AlteRnAtives

Evaluate the active ingredients and other 
chemicals in your bath solution. 

If feasible for your needs, use enzyme-based 
cleaners. Otherwise, choose products that are 
the least toxic yet are still able to accomplish the 
intended purpose. 

Do not use glutaraldehyde in ultrasonic baths.

Prepare and use products according to 
manufacturer’s directions.

instrument cleaners

instrument sterilizer

What are the potential 
hazards that dental products 
pose to the user, the building 
and its occupants, and to the 
environment in general?

■ Approximately 65% of dental offices use steam 
or dry heat sterilizer systems

■ Glutaraldehyde is the most common active 
ingredient in cold sterilizer chemical products

■ A dentist uses, on average, 43 g/day of 
chemical sterilizer solution

■ These chemical sterilizer solutions contain 
an average of 4.6 g/day of hazardous 
ingredients per dentist

Recommended AlteRnAtives

Use steam or dry heat sterilizer systems if your 
instruments can withstand this type of processing

Evaluate the active ingredients and other 
chemicals in your sterilizer solution. Choose 
products that are least toxic yet are still able  
to accomplish the intended purpose. 

Be particularly aware of the health hazards 
of glutaraldehyde and formaldehyde and use 
appropriate protective measures.

Prepare and use sterilant product according to 
manufacturer’s directions. Monitor the process to 
determine the least amount of product necessary 
to achieve desired result.

X-ray chemicals

■ A dentist processes an average of 70 x-ray 
exposures per week

■ On average, two of these exposures (~3% of 
total) are spoiled due to patient movement, film 
orientation, and developing problems

■ Approximately 0.5 oz of developer and fixer 
are used for each exposure

Recommended AlteRnAtives

Monitor fixer and developer usage to determine if 
you use more than 0.5 oz of developer and fixer

Decrease your rate of spoiled exposures by 
troubleshooting for film orientation, film processing 
and any other issues.

If feasible, change to digital radiography

surface disinfectants

■ Phenols and alcohols are the most common 
active ingredients in intermediate level work 
surface disinfectants

■ On average, 85 g/day of such disinfectants 
are used per operatory (~150 g/day per 
dentist)

■ These disinfectants contain ingredients that 
pose a potential hazard for the user, building 
occupants and the environment

Recommended AlteRnAtives

Avoid products in aerosol cans

Prepare and mix disinfectant according to 
manufacturer’s directions. Monitor the process to 
determine the least amount of product necessary 
to achieve desired result.

Choose products that are least toxic yet are still 
able to accomplish the intended purpose. (e.g. 
do not use glutaraldehyde for intermediate level 
disinfection)

Use disposable plastic barriers to reduce surface 
contamination 

Do not routinely use intermediate level surface 
disinfectants on housekeeping surfaces

vacuum system cleaners

Key Message
Manage the chemicals you use 
so as to promote:

˛ worker safety

˛ patient health

˛ environmental protection

There are a number of potential health hazards associated with active ingredients 
found in some ultrasonic cleaners, instrument sterilants, and other chemical products. 
These agents perform a necessary function in the health care setting. However, 
the user must be aware of the hazards involved and take appropriate protective 
measures. You also can evaluate alternative products, and select the ones with the least 
toxic ingredients that perform the task. This factsheet provides you with some initial 
suggestions, and lists websites you can visit for more details.

Refer to these websites to find out more about managing your dental chemicals:
wrppn.org | sfenvironment.org | cda.org | cdc.gov

More Info
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