
Alternative Cleaning Recipes 
Why bother with alternatives? 
Many commercial cleaners 
contain substances that are 
toxic and can burn skin or 
eyes on contact. Without 
proper ventilation, their use 
can also cause injury from 
harmful fumes. According to 
the US EPA, the toxic 
chemicals in household 
cleaners are three times 
more likely to cause cancer 
than air pollution, and 
according to the National 
Research Council, no toxic 
information is available for 
more than 80% of the chemicals in everyday use products. 
Thoughtless disposal of hazardous products can have harmful impacts on people and the 
environment. Disposal in trash or pouring down the drain can disrupt wastewater systems, 
seriously injure waste handlers, and contaminate drinking water. Improper disposal can also lead 
to poisoning – intentional or unintentional. In 2021, the 55 U.S. poison control centers (a.k.a. Poison 
Control) provided telephone guidance for over 2.08 million human poison exposures. That's about 
6.1 poison exposures/1,000 population, 37.0 poison exposures in children younger than 6 
years/1,000 children, and 1 poison exposure reported to U.S. poison control centers every 15 
seconds. Find out more at poison.org. 
 

What do we mean by non-toxic? 
This page offers non-toxic cleaning recipes for a safer home and cleaner environment. Non-toxic 
cleaners are cleaners that you can use relatively safely, as compared to other commercial cleaning 
products (which range from fairly safe to extremely dangerous). This does not mean that you can 
safely eat non-toxic cleaners or spray them in your eyes. Always label your home-made cleaners 
and keep them out of the reach of children. 
These recipes generally work just as well as commercial cleaners and are less expensive. With the 
use of essential oils, non-toxic cleaners can smell more pleasant than commercial cleaners. 
Many of the recipes on this page are mostly from Nontoxic Housecleaning by Amy Kolb Noyes 
(Chelsea Green Publishing, White River Junction, VT, 2009). For more recipes and information on 
household cleaners, this is an excellent resource well worth reading. 



 

Other Books 
• Clean and Green, Annie Berthold-Bond. New York: Ceres Press, 1990. 
• Clean House, Clean Planet, Karen Logan. Gallery Books, 1997. 
• Nontoxic and Natural: A Guide for Consumers; How to Avoid Dangerous Everyday Products 

and Buy or Make Safe Ones, Debra Lynn Dadd. Los Angeles: Jeremy P. Tarcher, 1984. 

Choosing the best alternative retail products 
The best way to tell if a product is hazardous is to read the label. 
DANGER indicates the product is extremely hazardous: a taste 
could be fatal. WARNING and CAUTION signal a somewhat lesser 
hazard. Select products with a CAUTION label over those with 
WARNING or DANGER. The best selection is one with no hazards. 
 
There is also "third-party certification" by Green Seal, EPA Safer Choice, and 
UL Ecologo. 
 

 

Only 1% of toxins are required to be listed on labels because companies classify their 
formulas as "trade secrets."  

– Lorie Dwornich, researcher, educator, 2002 

Women who work at home have a 54% higher death rate from cancer than those who work 
away from home. A 15-year study concluded it was a direct result of the much higher 
exposure rate to toxic chemicals in common household products.  

– Toronto Indoor Air Conference, 1990 

Of chemicals commonly found in homes, 150 have been linked to allergies, birth defects, 
cancer, and psychological abnormalities.  

– Consumer Product Safety Commission, 2015 

The average household throws 15.5 pounds of hazardous materials into the trash each year. 

— New Hampshire Department of Environmental Services 

Quick Facts 



Ingredients - What You'll Need 
BAKING SODA (sodium bicarbonate) 
Excellent odor absorbent and mild abrasive. Found in the baking section of the grocery store. It is 
slightly alkaline and neutralizes odors caused by acids. It's helpful for unclogging drains and 
neutralizing odors in garbage cans and disposals. Baking soda is slightly abrasive so it can be used 
for scrubbing sinks, counters, appliances, and bathroom fixtures--a natural replacement for 
scouring powders. 
BORAX (known as 20 Mule Team Borax) 
A strong alkaline, eye irritant and toxic if swallowed. Keep all borax-containing cleaners out of the 
reach of children. Found in the laundry detergent section of the grocery store. Disinfects, 
deodorizes, and inhibits mold growth. For more information on the debated safety of borax see 
http://www.ewg.org/enviroblog/2011/02/borax-not-green-alternative-its-cracked-be 
ESSENTIAL OILS 
Mostly used for deodorizing or scenting cleaners. Essential oils, such as mint, eucalyptus, lavender, 
lemon, and tea tree are also used for antiseptic and antifungal properties. These can be found in 
health food stores or herbal supply shops. 
GLYCERIN 
Found in pharmacies or health food stores. An ingredient in stain removing recipes because it helps 
oil mix with water. 
HYDROGEN PEROXIDE 
Use the household concentration (3%) typically found in pharmacies. An antiseptic, useful in 
kitchens and bathrooms. 
LIQUID SOAP 
Vegetable-based soap is sometimes referred to as castile soap. Found in most health food stores. 
Dr. Bonner's and Vermont Soap Organics are popular.  
LIQUID DETERGENT 
Detergents are made from synthetic materials that form less soap scum when combined with 
minerals in hard water. Many dishwashing liquids and laundry products are detergents although 
there are now several natural alternatives. Try purchasing vegetable oil-based detergents, which 
can be less toxic than petroleum-based products. Vegetable oil-based detergents can be found in 
health food stores if not in regular grocery stores. 
VINEGAR 
Removes soap scum, grease, and mineral deposits and acts as a deodorizer. Use only white 
distilled vinegar for these recipes. Vinegar will break down "hard water" mineral buildup, dissolve 
metal tarnish, and kill bacteria, molds, and other microbes, as well as help whiten the laundry. It 
has a strong smell (like many cleaners), but the odor will dissipate in a couple hours. 
WASHING SODA (sodium carbonate) 
It is slightly caustic and a great grease cutter. Don't use it on waxed floors (unless you want to 
remove the wax), fiberglass, or aluminum. Found in the laundry detergent sections, made by Arm & 
Hammer. In a pinch washing soda can be made by baking baking soda in the oven. 
  
Note: These ingredients may be toxic in their concentrated form. When used in small amounts 
in these cleaning recipes, they are non-toxic. 



Kitchen 
All Purpose Disinfecting Cleaner 

• 1 cup warm water 
• 2/3 cup white vinegar 

In a spray bottle, mix the vinegar and water. Add an essential oil 
like lemon or tea tree which have disinfecting properties. 

Dish Soap 
• Use non-phosphate detergent 

TIP: use half the recommended amount of detergent in your automatic dishwasher. 

Hand Soap 
You can just wash with your regular liquid soap or dish soap or more creatively... 

• 1 1/4 cup boiling water 
• 1/4 cup castile bar soap, grated 
• 1 Tbsp washing soda 
• 1/4 cup liquid castile soap 
• 10-20 drops essential oils (optional) 

 Add grated castile soap to boiling water until dissolved, add washing soda and stir, let mixture cool 
and add essential oils. Transfer to soap dispenser. 
TIP: If the mixture cools and is too thick, add warm water and shake. Washing soda is the thickener, 
so add less if the soap is too hard, which will depend on your water and the temperature of your 
kitchen.  

Scouring Powder 
• Baking soda 

Pour in shaker and sprinkle in sink or on pans. Scrub with a rough pad and rinse. 

Soft Scrub 
• 1/2 cup baking soda 
• liquid soap 
• essential oil, optional 

Depending on the size of your job, place up to 1/2 cup of baking soda into a bowl. Slowly pour liquid 
soap, stirring constantly until mixture has the consistency of frosting. Add essential oil for scent 
and anti-fungal properties (e.g., lavender), if desired. Scoop the creamy mixture onto a damp 
sponge, scrub surface, and rinse. 

Stain Remover 
• Salt 
• Juice of lemon or lime or vinegar 

Sprinkle surface with salt and squeeze lemon or lime juice over the area. Let sit and rub out. This 
can even remove rust if allowed to sit a few hours. 
TIP: A wet pumice stone can remove tough stains from porcelain or enamel without scratching. 



Countertop and Cutting Board Cleaners 
• Vinegar 
• Baking Soda 

Spray with straight vinegar to kill mold in wet places. No need to rinse. Sprinkling baking soda onto a 
cutting board will absorb odors and provide grit to clean up tougher spills. Wipe down with a damp 
cloth. 

Drain Cleaner 
• 1/2 cup baking soda 
• 1/2 cup vinegar 

Pour baking soda down the drain followed by vinegar. Let it bubble for 15 minutes, then pour down a 
teakettle full of boiling water. For stubborn clogs, use a mechanical snake or a Zip-It tool from the 
hardware store. 

Garbage Pail Deodorizer 
• 1 teaspoon tea tree oil 
• 1 cup baking soda 

Mix and work out all the lumps with a fork. Sprinkle in bottom of pail after liner is removed. 
Periodically rinse pail with vinegar and water and let dry in the sun. 

Oven Cleaner 
• 1 tablespoon liquid castile soap 
• 1-1/2 cups baking soda 
• 1/4 cup white vinegar 
• water 
• brush such as a pastry brush 

Remove your racks to be cleaned in the sink. Scrape the oven interior with a wooden or plastic 
scraper or spatula to remove baked-on food. Combine the castile soap, baking soda and vinegar in 
a small bowl. Add just enough water to make a thick paste. Use a brush such as a pastry brush to 
paint the inside of your oven including the ceiling and the door. Leave for at least an hour and then 
remove with a cloth and scrubby with water. 
TIP: Prevention is the key to a clean oven. Line your oven with foil or aluminum oven liner found in 
the baking section of grocery stores. 

Ant Eradicator  
• 1 cup borax 
• 1 cup sugar water 
• 4 loose wads of toilet paper 
• 4 shallow glass jars with screw tops 

Mix borax and sugar water together in bowl. Put wad of toilet paper in each jar. Divide borax mixture 
and pour into each jar, soaking the toilet paper. Fill each jar with water within 1 inch of the top and 
screw lids on.  With a hammer and nail, make 4-8 holes in each lid. Place the jars wherever you 
have ants. 
CAUTION: Keep away from children and pets. 
  



Laundry 
Most store-bought laundry soaps are detergents, not real soap. Although most soap is better for the 
environment, washing only with soap can cause soap scum and graying of clothing, unless you 
have soft water. To soften water, add baking soda to the water for 10 minutes before adding laundry 
and soap. Experiment with the amount of baking soda, starting with 1/4 cup, and increasing to 1/2 
cup or a bit more. If you want to try making your own laundry soap, rather than using only a store-
bought castile soap, try this recipe: 

Simple Laundry Soap 
• 1 cup washing soda   
• 1 cup borax 
• 1 cup liquid castile soap 

Mix well. Although sticky at first, this mixture will dry to a powder if 
left out. Use 1/2 cup per load in agitator machines or 1/4 cup per 
load in high efficiency machines. Requires warm water wash. Use 
vinegar in the rinse cycle to combat graying in hard water. Fill fabric-
softener dispenser with white vinegar or add 1/2 cup vinegar to load 
at the beginning of the rinse cycle. 

Buying Laundry Powder & Liquid 
Use non-phosphate vegetable-based detergent. 
TIP: Add 1/2 cup borax or washing soda to the wash cycle to boost cleaning for heavily soiled 
clothes. Consumer Reports found that Seventh Generation powder works the best of any of the 
natural laundry powders. It stated this laundry cleaner is particularly good at removing blood, grass, 
and tea stains.  Consumer Reports Greener Choices only focuses on food at this point, and no 
information about previous studies is found on-line.  

Fabric Softener 
• Vinegar 

Add 1/2 cup of vinegar to rinse cycle to deodorize and soften fabrics--and keep them bright. If there 
is a softener dispenser on your machine, pour vinegar to the fill line. 

Bleach 
• Use Hydrogen peroxide (3%) to spot clean. Let dry. Repeat if necessary or try 1/2 cup borax 

in 2 gallons of hot water. 

Diaper Pail Deodorizer 
• 1 cup baking soda 
• 1 teaspoon tea tree oil and/or other essential oil 

Mix and work out all lumps with a fork. Sprinkle in bottom of pail ager liner is removed. Periodically 
rinse pail with vinegar and water and dry in the sun. 



 

Laundry Stain Removers 
• 1/4 cup liquid detergent 
• 1/4 cup glycerin 
• 1 1/2 cups water 

Mix and pour into a squirt bottle. Use sparingly and run on stain. Wash. TIP: Do not use hot or warm 
water on sugary stains. Wash and rinse in cool water only. Or try: 

• Equal parts vinegar and water 
Mix and use to remove tough stains including grass, perspiration, rust, jam, coffee, orange juice, 
wine, beer, ketchup, barbeque sauce, chili, urine, and pet stains.  
Caution:  Treatment will depend upon the fabric as well as the type of stain and the minerals in your 
water. Do an internet search to make sure you are using an appropriate treatment. 

Floor Cleaners 
All Purpose Floor Cleaner 

• 2 tablespoons liquid soap or detergent 
• 1 gallon hot water 

Mix, mop, and wipe clean. 

No-Wax Floor Cleaner 
• All Purpose Recipe (above) 
• 1/4 cup vinegar 

Mix, mop, and wipe clean. 

Tile Floor Cleaner 
• 1 cup vinegar 
• 1 gallon hot water 

Mix, mop, and wipe clean. TIP: To remove scuff marks, sprinkle with baking soda and spray with 
equal parts vinegar and water. Wipe clean. 

Wood Floor Polish 
• 1/4 cup olive oil 
• 1/4 cup vinegar 
• 10 drops essential oil (optional) 

Mix and apply. Wipe clean. 

Linoleum Floor Cleaner 
• 1/4 cup liquid soap 
• 2 gallons water  

Wash floor as usual. 
 
Caution:  Always check your flooring warranty before using any cleaner. 



Bathroom 
Tub Scrub 

• 1/2 cup baking soda 
• liquid soap 
• essential oil, optional 

Depending on the size of your job, place up to 
1/2 cup of baking soda into a bowl. Slowly pour 
liquid soap, stirring constantly until mixture 
has the consistency of frosting. Add essential 
oil for scent and anti-fungal properties (e.g., 
lavender), if desired. Scoop the creamy mixture 
onto a damp sponge, scrub surface, and rinse. 

Plastic Shower Curtain 
2 cups water 
Laundry detergent 
Machine launder along with a few towels. Air dry. To keep clean, spray weekly with a mixture of 
borax and water. 

Antiseptic Soap Spray 
3 tablespoons liquid soap 
20-30 drops tea tree oil 
2 cups water 
Mix in spray bottle and apply. 
TIP: Hydrogen peroxide (3%) by itself may also be used as a mild antiseptic. 

Bathroom Deodorizer 
One pound box baking soda 
10-20 drops essential oil 
Mix oil in baking soda. Place open box under sink or near toilet. Add more essential oil as needed. 
Replace baking soda every 3 months. Use the old baking soda in cleaning recipes. 

Toilet Bowl Cleaner 
One or two cups of white vinegar 
TIP: Drain water from the toilet bowl to reach hard to clean rings. Simply turn the water off by turning 
the water valve behind the toilet to the right (righty, tighty--lefty loosey), then flush and little water 
will return to the bowl. Now you can clean the ring with baking soda or if it's a really tough ring, with 
some emery cloth from the hardware store in the sandpaper section.  Remember to turn the valve 
back on by turning it to the left. 

Foaming Hand Soap 
1-2 tablespoons liquid castile soap 
2-3 drops essential oil (optional) 
1 cup water (roughly) 



Fill foaming soap dispenser almost to top with water. Add liquid castile soap and 2-3 drops of your 
favorite essential oil. 
TIP: Empty, wash and re-use old foaming soap dispensers. Otherwise buy a dispenser at select 
locations such as the Upper Valley Coop in White River Junction. 

Air Freshener  
• 8 drops lavender oil 
• 4 drops bergamot oil 
• 4 drops clove oil 
• 1/2 cup vodka 
• 1/2 cup distilled water  

Mix ingredients together in spray bottle. 
TIP: if you have a specific scent in mind, mix 5-10 drops of essential oil with 2 cups water and spray. 
 
Reasons not to use traditional store-bought air fresheners: 
Air fresheners typically list “fragrance” under the ingredients, a catch-all term for the thousands of 
chemicals that could be making the “island breeze” scent in your air freshener. Fragrances often 
contain phthalates, used in the manufacturing of plastics. Phthalates are suspected to be 
endocrine disruptors and are known to adversely affect human reproduction and development. 
A study conducted by the Environmental Working Group found phthalates were present in nearly 
three quarters of the 72 name-brand products tested. 
 
Fragrances are also among the top 5 allergens and known to cause asthma in addition to skin 
sensitization 

Mold & Mildew Eradicator 
• 2 teaspoons tea tree oil  
• 2 cups water 

Mix in a spray bottle. Spray on problem areas (moldy ceiling, musty bureau, moldy shower curtain, 
old rug) and do not rinse. 

 
 
 
 
 

  



Metal Cleaners 
Brass & Copper Cleaner 

• 2/3 cup vinegar 
• 2/3 cup flour 
• 1/2 cup salt 

In a glass bowl, mix vinegar and flour. Add salt and stir. 
Spread on tarnished metal. Wait 1-2 hours. Rinse, dry 
and polish with a soft cloth and a dab of olive oil. 

Chrome Cleaner 
• 1/2 cup baking soda 
• 1-2 tablespoons water 

Mix to form a paste. Apply with sponge and rinse well. 

Silver Cleaner 
• white toothpaste or baking soda mixed with water 

Wet the silver and scrub with a soft toothbrush and cleaner. Rinse and dry. Great for jewelry. 

Silverware Cleaner 
Note: This recipe is for silver or silver-plated utensils, not stainless steel 

• Aluminum foil 
• 1 tbsp baking soda 
• Boiling water 

Place the sheet of aluminum foil in the bottom of a baking dish. Place your silver utensils on the 
aluminum so the utensils do not touch each other. Add the baking soda followed by boiling water. 
The aluminum acts like a magnet for the tarnish, and you will smell a sulfuric odor as the aluminum 
and baking soda do their job in seconds. Remove the silverware with tongs and rinse. Do not use 
this recipe for silver jewelry with a potential for any adhesives such as those used to hold in a 
gemstone. 
 
  



Living Room 
Glass Cleaner 

• 1/8 cup vinegar 
• 1 cup water 

Mix ingredients in a spray bottle. Shake and apply. Wipe dry 
with crumpled newspaper. 

Leather Cleaner 
• 1/2 cup olive oil 
• 1/4 cup vinegar 

Mix in a squirt bottle and shake before each application. Rub with cloth into leather for cleaning and 
conditioning. DO NOT USE ON SUEDE. 

Wood Furniture Polish 
• 3/4 cup olive or vegetable oil 
• 1/4 cup vinegar 
• 1/2 teaspoon lemon oil (optional) 

Mix thoroughly in a squirt bottle. Shake well and squirt on furniture or rag and rub into wood. 
Note:  Most furniture is sealed with a plastic polyurethane coating so if you use oils, you are just 
smearing oil on plastic sealant. A simple cloth dampened with water works fine. If you have an 
antique, talk to an expert about how to clean your precious pieces. 

Carpet Deodorizer 
• baking soda 
• a few drops of your favorite essential oil 

Mix using a fork to work out lumps. Sprinkle on carpet. The amount of baking soda will depend on 
the size or your carpet. It should be spread generously. Vacuum after 1 hour or if it's a strong odor, 
leave it overnight. 

Carpet & Upholstery Stain Remover 
Caution:  Stain remover success always depends upon the type of fabric, coatings on the fabric, 
type of stain, and minerals in your water. Always do a small test site first. 

• 1/4 cup liquid detergent 
• 1/4 cup glycerin 
• 1 1/2 cups water 

Mix and pour into a squirt bottle. Use sparingly and rub on stain. Or: 
• Club soda 
• Dish detergent 

Blot stain with club soda then scrub with a dab of dish detergent. Or; 
• Equal parts vinegar and water 

Mix and use to remove tough stains including grass, perspiration, rust, jam, coffee, orange juice, 
wine, beer, ketchup, barbeque sauce, chili, urine, and pet stains. 
 
TIP: Never use warm or hot water on stains containing sugar! 
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