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Aims of the Evening

• To learn a little about the history of cleaning & 
the rise of commercially made cleaning products

• To learn about some of the chemicals used in 
many household cleaners/personal care products 
& their impact on our health & environment

• To look at alternative commercial products – with 
a focus on the products sold at The Green Gram

• To see how easy it is to make your own cleaners.
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What methods did people use in the past to clean 
themselves & their homes?
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Early Civilisations relied on ingredients from nature 

to clean. This included vinegar, water and plant 

extracts.

The Ancient Egyptians invented a powerful cleaning 

agent which we now call Natron (Naytron); a naturally 

occurring salt mixture of sodium bicarbonate and 

sodium carbonate. It’s found in saline lake beds and 

the Egyptians also harvested it for burial rites. They 

also used animal and vegetable oils for cleaning and 

preserving. 



The Romans
Let’s talk about pee!
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Ammonia
1.Cleaning Togas
2.Whitening Teeth

The Baths
• The Strigil – a scraper 

used with oil
• Baths for all, no matter 

your social status



The 18th Century – Personal Hygiene

• Not the most hygienic era

• Weekly to fortnightly washing whole 
body wash

• Reliance on perfumes to mask 
odours

• A shift in attitudes during this time 
towards cleanliness and ‘Cleanliness 
is next to godliness’

• Castille Soap – made from olive oil
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The 18th Century –
Household Cleaning
• Industrial Revolution
•Ammonia
•Chlorine - discovered in 

1774 by Carl Wilhelm 
Scheele

•Phosphates
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Hennig Brand – German 
Alchemist

Discovers Phosphorus

• Discovered in 1669

• Accidentally discovered it

• 13th element to be discovered

• Sometimes referred to as the 
‘Devil’s Element’.
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Here’s the Science Part

Phosphate is a chemical compound that consists of 
one phosphorus atom bonded to four oxygen atoms. 



The 18th Century – Household 
Cleaning
• Ammonia
• Chlorine
• Phosphates
• All effective cleaning agents 

but……
• Serious health and environmental 

impacts.
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The Victorians

Most ordinary people washed 
themselves at the kitchen sink 
with cold water, soap, a flannel 
and a towel.
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The Victorians 
used readily 
available 
ingredients to 
clean their 
homes



Mid 20th Century
• Breakthroughs in 

synthetic cleaning 
agents

• Explosion in branded 
household cleaning 
products and personal 
care products

• Highly effective but 
cause water pollution 
and a danger to human 
health
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Why and how did this 
happen?
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Led to the rise in huge multinationals that 
dominate the market

Colgate Palmolive – 1806

Proctor & Gamble – 1837

Johnson – 1886

Unilever - 1920



How Toxic are Many Cleaning Products?

Things you may read on the back 
packaging of regular cleaning products:

Toxic
Hazardous
Warning
Poison
Danger
Irritant
Corrosive
Flammable
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If a product promises to strip off 
years of ground in dirt/grease, then 
you must wonder what’s in it

A lot of products now just contain this exclamation mark, so you also 
need to read the small print. 



The Toxic Trio

1.Parabens
2.Triclosan
3.Phthalates 
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Conventional cleaning 
products contaminate 

the air with a mix 
of……

Carcinogens Hormone disrupters Neurotoxic solvents
Mood altering 

chemicals 
Reproductive toxins



Parabens – Found in household 
cleaners and in personal and 
beauty care products such as…

• Shampoos

• Moisturisers

• Shaving Gels

• Suntan Products

• Makeup

• Toothpaste
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Parabens are an antifungal, 
preservative and 
antimicrobial chemical. 
They increase the shelf life 
of products.

What are parabens?

Parabens are what’s known as Endocrine Disruptors 
(hormone disruptors) and they replicate the hormone 
oestrogen in the body.
This can result in…….

• Fertility (sperm count and length of menstrual cycle)
• Reproductive development (foetal nourishment)
• Birth outcomes, such as pre-term birth
• Possible risk of early puberty in girls
• Potential link to breast cancer (have been identified in 

biopsy samples from breast tumours).

In personal care products they are 
absorbed through the skin into the body. 



TRICLOSAN

• Antimicrobial in cleaning 
products. It’s used in toothpaste, 
mouthwash, deodorants, 
cosmetics and hand soaps.

• Triclosan is classed as a 
pesticide and affects the body’s 
hormone systems.

• It is irritating to skin and eyes 
and is very toxic to aquatic 
organisms.

•
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Positive Point: There has been and 
continues to be a move to phase it out, but 
it is still in a lot of products.



PHTHALATES 
Phthalates are hormone disrupting chemicals used to make 

PVC soft and flexible and to enhance synthetic fragrances 

(such as those found in shampoo, deodorant and laundry 

liquid).
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You may find them in…
Air Fresheners
Carpet shampoo
All-purpose household cleaners
Window- and wood-cleaning products
Detergents
Dryer sheets
Dish soap
Disinfectants
Stain removers

Phthalate exposure has been linked to early 
puberty in girls, a risk factor for later-life breast 
cancer (1) It’s difficult to spot which products they 
are in because cleaning products only have to list 
the main ingredients in the product (e.g. non-ionic 
surfactants < 5%)

You won’t generally find them in products that 
use natural fragrances from essential oils



A Focus on Air Fresheners 
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Alternatives
• Diffusers using natural essential oils (being careful to check if 

they are suitable for pets)
• Beeswax Candles
• Baking Soda
• Activated Charcoal
• Indoor plants
• Opening the windows

• Phthalates
• VOCs – Volatile Organic Compounds
- Formaldehyde

In addition to Phthalates, many air fresheners contain VOC’s or 

Volatile Organic Compounds. These are gases emitted by various 

solids and liquids.

VOCs can cause health issues such as irritation of the eyes, nose, and 

throat, headaches, nausea, and even damage to the liver, kidney, and 

central nervous system.

Children and animals are particularly affected.
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Other Chemicals
Phosphates – Help soften water. 
Bathroom cleaners
Laundry detergents
Dishwasher detergents

Sodium Lauryl Sulphate (SLS) 
and Sodium Laureth Sulphate (SLES)
They make things bubble and foam
Dish soap
Liquid laundry detergents
Cleaning towelettes
Toilet bowl cleaners 
Sudsy cosmetics

These chemicals, as well as being irritants and carcinogens are damaging to rivers as they promote the growth 
of algal blooms, causing oxygen levels to drop, killing fish and other aquatic life.



Other Chemicals

• Chlorine (Bleach & Other Cleaners)

• Hazardous to human and animal health

• Release CFCs into the atmosphere – ozone 
depletion and air pollution

• Contaminates waterways

• Known carcinogen

• Ammonia (Household & Window Cleaners) 

• Toxic to fish and other aquatic life

• Causes irritation to respiratory system, 
eyes and skin
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Question: So, what can we do about it?
Answer: Lots of things!
1. Use the Ethical Consumer Guide when sourcing products. This will help 

you select items that don’t hurt you or the environment. 
Ethical Cleaning Products UK | Ethical Consumer

Companies are scored on people,  environment, animals, 
products, company ethos and product sustainability
https://www.ethicalconsumer.org/ 25

https://www.ethicalconsumer.org/home-garden/shopping-guide/ethical-household-cleaning-products
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As sold at The Green Gram
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Where does Ecover sit?
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Personal Care Top Companies – Examples for shower gels/soap
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As sold at The Green Gram
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2. You can buy SESI cleaners & personal care products at The Green 
Gram 
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SESI Products do not contain:
• Phosphates or sulphates  - to clean
• Phthalates – to boost scent
• SLS, SLES – foaming agents
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Buy Faith in Nature personal care products at The 
Green Gram 
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We sell refills of shampoo, conditioner and body wash, and 
shampoo and soap bars. 
We also sell Friendly Soaps who score 82/100 on the Ethical 
Consumer Guide



You can buy other ethical brands of household and personal care items from 
other local refill shops or online. Here are just a selection…….
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Fill Refill

Miniml

Bio D

Conscious Skincare Ltd

Greenscents Ltd

Green People
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3. Use Yuka

Download the Yuka app and 
scan the barcodes of your 
food and cosmetic products to 
see the health impacts of their 
ingredients.

Remember – this app only 
assesses the ingredients, not 
the ethics or environmental 
record of the company making 
the product!



43



44



3. How about making 
your own?

1. Vinegar
2. Bicarbonate 

of Soda
3.Natural 

Soap
4. Water

5. Essential 
Oil

6. Citric 
Acid

7. Washing 
Soda

8. 
Percarbonate 

of Soda

9. Olive Oil
45

You can clean your home with a combination of 
the following ingredients!
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