
Zero Waste 
 Cleaning Guide

Zero Waste Canada 
This guide aims at helping you reduce toxins and waste in your 
home and transition into a true, zero waste lifestyle.  

A zero waste lifestyle is the first step in creating a better planet 
for generations to come.  

Join the Zero Waste movement now.  

www.ZeroWasteCanada.ca

http://www.zerowastecanada.ca
http://www.zerowastecanada.ca


Commercially available cleaning detergents can not only harm 

the environment, they can also harm you. Many detergents 

contain known carcinogens, endocrine disruptors, and 

neurotoxins.  

Making your own detergent(s) means taking charge of the 

chemicals and substances that enter your home, to keep your 

family, pets, and the environment safe. In this guide, we’ll 

provide recipes and instructions for effective toxic-free 

detergents.  

Note of caution: As with anything in life, dosage and length 

of exposure matters. It is important to read and follow labels 

and use common sense.  

Happy Cleaning  
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Detergent Facts   

• Canadians spend nearly  
$2.3 billion on household 
products each year.  
(Source)  

• This industry is made up of 
around 346 businesses, that 
together employ only 
around 5,215 employees. 
The four biggest players 
combined record a market 
share of around 60%.  
(Source)  

• The words “perfume” or 
“fragrance” can mask 
potentially harmful 
chemicals, because in an 
effort to conserve 
companies’ trade secrets, 
they are not required to list 
these ingredients. (Source).  

• Frequent exposure with 
household cleaning 
detergents has been 
equated to smoking 20 
cigarettes a day (Source).  
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Shopping List  

Here are the items that we’ll need to pretty much replace any commercial 
household cleaner.  

❐  Distilled white vinegar. Used to disinfect, soften fabric, and cut grease.  

❐  Lemon. An acid that combats bacteria.  

❐  Baking soda (sodium bicarbonate). Used as an antacid, water softener 
deodorizer, and more.  

❐  Washing soda (sodium carbonate). Used as an antacid, water softener and to 
cut grease. Be sure to read the label on storage and usage.  

❐  Essential oils (lavender, peppermint, cedarwood, eucalyptus, etc.). Used to 
disinfect and to add scent.  

❐  Starch. Used as absorbent. 

❐ Alcohol. Used to disinfectant.  

❐  Castile soap. Used to capture dirt.  

❐  3% Hydrogen peroxide. Used for removing stains. Be sure to read the label on 
storage and usage.  

Useful Tools  
❐  Glass spray bottles  

❐  Wooden brushes and brooms  

❐  Wooden toilet brush 

❐  Cotton/Wood fibre cloths, as a plastic-free alternative to synthetic microfibre 
cloths. You can also use old t-shirts, bed sheets, and other rags.  

❐  Bagless vacuum cleaners (for carpets)  

Please do use what you already have.  
Sometimes you can bring a maple syrup bottle to life again as a spray bottle.  
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Quick Note on Baking Soda vs. Washing Soda  
Baking soda has a pH of 8, so it is slightly alkaline. Washing soda has a pH of 11, 

so it is very alkaline and can, as a result, absorb more acid than baking soda. That 

also means that you have to be extra careful when you handle it. Don’t get it 

into your eyes, avoid skin contact and don’t inhale the tiny particle dust that 

might fly up during preparation.  
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All-Purpose Cleaner 

Surface Cleaner  
Ingredients:  

❐  2 cup of distilled white vinegar  

❐  2 cups of water  

❐  ¼ cup of baking soda  

❐  3-4 drops of essential oils (e.g. peppermint oil, lavender oil, eucalyptus oil)  

Instructions:  

Mix the ingredients and fill the mixture into a glass spray bottle.  

Do not use on:  

• granite surfaces 

• marble surfaces  

Window Cleaner 
Ingredients:  

❐  2 cups of water 

❐  ½ cup of vinegar 

❐  ¼ cup of rubbing alcohol 

❐  2 drops of your favourite essential oil 

Instructions:  

Combine all ingredients, spray onto a cloth and apply to your window. Dry well 
with a lint-free cloth.  
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Disinfectant 
Ingredients:  

❐  1 cup of water 

❐  ¼ cup of rubbing alcohol  

Instructions:  

Mix the ingredients and fill the mixture into a glass spray bottle.  

Use sparingly, because disinfecting kills good bacteria as well. Recommended 
only after working with highly risky ingredients, such as raw eggs or raw meat, 
or when a family member is ill, you may wish to kill the germs on surfaces that 
this family member has touched.  

Natural Air Fresheners  
❐  Open your windows for 10 minutes every day.  

❐  Boil water, add the peel of 1 orange and 2 cinnamon sticks to the water and 
let it simmer on medium heat for about half an hour.  

❐  For an antibacterial air refresher, combine ¼ cup of rubbing alcohol (or vodka) 
with ¼ cup of water in a spray bottle and apply it to the smelly area to kill the 
bacteria that are causing the odour (e.g. in shoes). Air out well.  

❐  Hang little sachets of baking soda and dried herbs or spices around.  

❐  Some houseplants act as natural air purifiers (some may be toxic to pets so 
do your research before you buy). Examples:  

• Areca palms                (non-toxic to pets)  

• Bamboo Palm             (non-toxic to pets)  

• Boston Fern                 (non-toxic to pets)  

• Spider plants               (non-toxic to pets) 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• Aloe Vera                       (toxic to pets)  

• Chinese evergreen    (toxic to pets)  

• Chrysanthemums     (toxic to pets) 

• Dracaena                       (toxic to pets)  

• Ficus                                (toxic to pets)  

• Golden pothos            (toxic to pets)  

• Peace Lily                      (toxic to pets)  

• Snake Plant                   (toxic to pets) 

Kitchen 

Liquid dish soap  
Ingredients:  

❐  1 ½ cups of hot water  

❐  ½  cup of liquid Castile soap  

❐  1 tablespoon of vinegar  

❐  1 tablespoon of washing soda  

❐  5-10 drops of lemon essential oil  

Instructions:  

Mix in a bottle. To conserve water, we recommend adding a bit of this on a damp 
cloth and wiping all dishes with the soap, then rinsing all dishes under running 
water and set them aside to dry. This uses less water than filling the sink with 
water or washing the dishes under running water.  
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Dishwasher Soap 
Ingredients:  

❐  1 cup of washing soda  

❐  ¼  cup of citric acid 

❐  ¼  cup of coarse salt 

❐  10 drops of essential oil (orange or lemon) 

❐  white vinegar  

Instructions:  

Mix the ingredients well. Add 1 tablespoon of detergent to your dishes 
(optionally an additional teaspoon for very dirty or greasy dishes) and add 
some vinegar to the rinse aid compartment. If you see traces of build up on 
your dishes, reduce the amount of detergent for future loads.  

Oven and Microwave Cleaner 
Ingredients:  

❐  ½  cup of baking soda 

❐  2-3 tablespoons of water  

Instructions:  

Mix the ingredients to form a paste. Add more water if needed to make a 
spreadable paste.  

Coat your oven with the paste but make sure to steer clear of the heating 
elements while you do this. Wait for at least 12 hours, then rub the dried baking 
soda off all oven surfaces, using a damp cloth. Spray some vinegar at areas 
where the baking soda did not readily come off before doing one final wipe-
down.  
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One word on self-cleaning cycles: The extremely high temperature (often in 
excess of 500°C // 900°F) required to run self-cleaning cycles can significantly 
damage your oven (e.g. pop fuses or burn out control panels), especially with 
newer ovens that have hidden heating elements, because it’s more difficult to 
circulate air in those areas to vent the heat from those elements. We’d 
recommend refraining from self-cleaning cycles to ensure that you will be able 
to enjoy your oven longer.  

Caring for your Cast Iron Pan  

If you have made the switch to cast iron (if you are still using teflon-coated 
pans, feel free to watch this documentary - but be warned, it’s not an easy 
watch), here is how to best care for your cast iron pan.  

Ingredients:  

❐  vegetable oil (except for olive oil)  

Instructions:  

After each use, clean your cast iron pan with hot water only (no dish soap) and 
dry it right away instead of letting it air-dry (to prevent rust spots). When your 
pan is dry, add some vegetable oil to a cloth and rub the pan with the oil. Over 
time (several months), this procedure will make your cast iron pan “non-stick.” 
Also, please note that it is not recommended to cook with olive oil in a cast iron 
pan.  
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Bathroom  

Toilet Bowl Cleaner 
Ingredients:  

❐  ¼ cup of baking soda 

❐  1 cup of vinegar  

❐  lemon juice (optional)  

Instructions:  

Distribute the baking soda in the toilet boil, then spray the vinegar. Let the 
mixture bubble up a little bit, then scrub with your toilet brush and flush.  

Toilet Bowl Cleaner 
Ingredients:  

❐  ¾ cup of baking soda  

❐  2-3 tablespoons of 3% hydrogen peroxide  

❐  2-3 Tablespoons of liquid Castile soap  

Instructions:  

Mix the ingredients in a bowl to form a thick paste. Apply the paste to the 
shower with a rag, let it sit for about 10 minutes, then rinse off.  
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Drain Cleaner 
Ingredients:  

❐  ½ cup of baking soda  

❐  ½ cup of vinegar  

❐  boiling water  

Instructions:  

Sprinkle the baking soda down the drain, then pour the vinegar down the drain 
and let this sit for 15 minutes. Lastly, pour the boiling water down the drain. 
Repeat if needed.  

Mold Remover 
Ingredients:  

❐  ½ cup of hydrogen peroxide 

❐  1 cup of water  

Instructions:  

Mix the ingredients in a spray bottle. Apply it to the affected area, wait 1-2 hours 
and then rinse it off. To prevent mold build-up, make sure to alway keep your 
bathroom well ventilated.  
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Mirror Cleaner 
Ingredients:  

❐  2 cups of water 

❐  ½ cup of vinegar 

❐  ¼ cup of rubbing alcohol 

❐  2 drops of your favourite essential oil 

Instructions:  

Spray the mixture onto a cloth and apply. Dry well with a lint-free cloth.  

Laundry 

Liquid Laundry Detergent 
Ingredients:  

❐  2/3 cup of washing soda 

❐  3 tablespoons of baking soda  

❐  1/2  cup of liquid Castile soap  

❐  5 cups of water  

Instructions:  

Bring the water to a boil and set aside. Pour washing soda into a bowl and stir in 
2 cups of the water, until the washing soda is entirely dissolved. Slowly add the 
baking soda under constant stirring until you have paste-like texture. Slowly stir 
in the Castile soap and the remaining water. Let it cool. During the cooling 
process, the mixture will separate. Blend or whisk the mix until smooth before 
use. Pour 1/3 cup of the mixture to your load of laundry, directly onto your 
clothes. 
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Dryer Sheets 
Ingredients:  

❐  wool-based dryer balls 

❐  1/4  cup of vinegar  

Instructions:  

Add wool-based dryer balls to your laundry instead of dryer sheets. If this 
doesn’t do the trick for you, add ¼ cup of vinegar to your clothes during the 
rinse cycle when you are washing your clothes.  

Bleach 
Ingredients:  

❐  lemon  

❐  water  

❐  sunlight  

Instructions:  

This works especially well during the warm summer months. If you have 
persistent stains, such as blackberries, coffee, or tomato sauce stains, rub the 
cut edge of a lemon onto the stain, blot it with some warm water, and place into 
direct sunlight until dry. Repeat again if necessary.  

Dry-cleaning  
Addressing the toxic chemicals used during dry-cleaning is beyond this guide, 
so the only advice we can give is regarding reducing the plastic that comes with 
your dry-cleaned laundry. You can drop off reusable zip up bags with your dry-
cleaner that you wish them to use or simply ask them to add a note in your 
account to not “protect” your items with plastic.  
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Floors 

Stain Removers for Carpets  

All-Purpose Stain Remover  

Ingredients:  

❐  corn starch  

❐  ½ cup of vinegar 

❐  ½ cup of water  

Instructions:  

If the stain is still fresh, use a cloth (for the surface) or cornstarch (for deeper 
areas) to soak up any liquids. Vacuum the area to remove the corn starch. Then, 
mix the vinegar and water in a glass spray bottle. Spray the mixture onto the 
stain and let it sit for 10-15 minutes. Then blot the area with a damp cloth.  

Coffee stains (with or without milk)

Ingredients:  

❐  cold water  

❐  3% hydrogen peroxide  

❐  iron (the electrical device, not the metal)  

Instructions:  

Spray water onto the stain to make the area damp. Spray the hydrogen 
peroxide onto the stain. Use a damp rag and place it onto the stain. Place an iron 
on top of the rag and steam the area for around 30 seconds. Repeat the entire 
process for a couple of minutes, until the stain is removed. Make sure that the 
rag stays damp and don’t leave the iron unattended.  
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Red wine stains (with or without milk)

Ingredients:  

❐  cold water  

❐  3% hydrogen peroxide  

Instructions:  

Spray cold water and 3% hydrogen peroxide onto the stain. Spread baking soda 
and let is sit for about 2-3 minutes. Blot it with a damp rag.  

Removing leftover stain odour (e.g. milk)  
Ingredients:  

❐  vinegar  

Instructions:  

Spray some vinegar onto the area and let it sit for about 10 minutes. Blot it with 
a clean, damp cloth. As it dries, the vinegar smell will gradually disappear. 

Floor Polishes 

Wood 

Ingredients:  

❐  ½ cup of vinegar  

❐  ½ cup of vegetable oil  

Instructions:  

Rub the mixture into your floors and let dry . 
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Coloured Wood 

Ingredients:  

❐ 4 litres of hot water  

❐  1 tablespoon of washing soda  

Instructions:  

Add the washing soda to the water. Clean the surface with a mop and let dry.  

Vinyl and Linoleum 

Ingredients:  

❐  1 cup of vinegar  

❐  4 litres of warm water  

❐  a few drops of vegetable oil  

Instructions:  

Clean the floors with the mixture and let dry.  

Stone or Concrete 

Ingredients:  

❐  1 cup of vinegar 

❐  4 litres of water  

❐  10 drops of essential oils of your choice for fragrance  

Instructions:  

Add the vinegar and essential oils to your mop water. Mop a second time with 
clear water and let dry.  
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Furniture Polish  

Varnished Wood  
Ingredients:  

❐  3-4 drops of lemon oil  

❐  ½ cup of warm water  

Instructions:  

Spray the solution onto a clean cloth and wipe the surface. Dry it with a clean 
cloth.  

Unvarnished Wood  
Ingredients:  

❐  2 tablespoons of olive oil  

❐  2 tablespoons of lemon juice  

Instructions:  

Spray the solution onto a clean cloth and wipe the surface area. 
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Metals  

Aluminum, Brass, Bronze, and Copper  
Ingredients:  

❐  baking soda  

❐  lemon 

Instructions:  

Sprinkle some baking soda on a fresh slice of lemon and rub it across the metal 
surface. Wipe clean with a damp rag and dry with a lint-free cloth.  

Stainless Steel  
Ingredients:  

❐  vinegar  

❐  olive oil  

Instructions:  

Spray the surface with vinegar and spread it in the direction of the grain with a 
clean cloth. For an extra shiny finish, you can rub the appliance gently with a 
little bit of oil (e.g. olive oil).  
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Gold  
Ingredients:  

❐  vinegar  

Instructions:  

Submerge the gold in a bowl of vinegar and wait 10-15 minutes. Wipe the 
surface clean with a damp rag and dry with a lint-free cloth.  

Silver 
Ingredients:  

❐  aluminium foil  

❐  1 tablespoon of salt  

❐  1 litre of boiling water  

Instructions:  

Line a pot or bowl with aluminum foil, add the salt and fill it with boiling water. 
Submerge the silver and stir it around. The silver needs to be in contact with the 
aluminium foil to reverse the oxidation. Rinse and dry with a lint-free cloth. 
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Rust Remover 

Ingredients:  

❐  salt  

❐  lemon or white vinegar (for the acid)  

Instructions:  

Cut the lemon in half and sprinkle salt over the inside. Rub the lemon across the 
rusty area and let it sit for 2-3 hours. Then use a rag to clean the area.  

Body Care  

Soap 

Ingredients:  

❐  500 g extra virgin olive oil 

❐  100 g coconut oil  

❐  10 g lavender essential oil 

❐  80 g lye  

❐  195 g water  

Instructions:  

For instructions, please see the The Things we'll make website, where we found 
this great recipe).  
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Notes:  

If you prefer purchasing soap bars (package-free) at the store and wonder what 
to look out for, here are the ingredients to avoid:  

• Triclosan (often used in anti-bacterial soaps), which is an endocrine disruptor 
known to interfere with the body’s regulation of thyroid hormones.  

• Parabens. They easily penetrate the skin and are known endocrine disruptors, 
as they mimic estrogen and have been detected in human breast cancer 
tissues.  

• Phthalates. They are known endocrine disruptors and are liked to reduced 
sperm counts in men (source).  

• Sulfates. They are what make your soap foam up. Sulfates also strip your skin 
of its natural, protective oils, allowing toxins to enter via your skin.  

• Fragrances. Because of proprietary laws, companies don’t have to disclose the 
components that make up their scents, leaving you in the dark about their 
ingredients. Very often, “fragrances” contain phthalates (see above) and other 
toxins.  
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The problem with…  

• Microfibre cloths  
 
They are, in reality, made of plastic (polyester, polyamide). Every time these 
synthetic fabrics are washed, they release millions of microfibres into the 
water. These particles are so small that waste treatment plants cannot filter 
them out, so they end up in our waterways and oceans. Try to avoid them. 
Learn more.  

• Sponges  
 
Most commercial sponges are made of synthetic materials (e.g. polyurethane, 
which is a plastic) or are disruptive to the environment (sea sponge 
harvesting). An alternative for washing the dishes, is by using a cotton cloth. 
For sponge usage in the bathroom a great alternative are loofahs.  

• Brushes  
 
Most commercially available brushes are made of plastic bristles. These can 
slowly degrade and enter the environment via wastewater. There are great 
eco-friendly plastic-free brushes available(made of Tampico Fibre, for 
example). If possible, opt for brushes that offer replaceable heads, so you do 
not need to discard the entire brush when the bristles have reached the end 
of their life.  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• Vinegar  
 
Vinegar is non-toxic but still not safe to ingest in an undiluted form. The 
vapour of vinegar contains acetic acid. As a result, it can be irritating to the 
skin, eyes, nose, throat and respiratory tract, so make sure you air out the area 
of use well.  

• Washing soda  
 
Washing soda is another great ingredient that is non-toxic to the 
environment, however, it is not safe to ingest. One thing to know about 
washing soda (as we’ve mentioned above), is that it is very alkaline (pH 11), so, 
be careful not to get it into your eyes and try not to inhale it while you mix 
your detergents. Also, washing soda must be stored in an airtight container to 
avoid that chemical reactions turn it back into baking soda (which it derives 
from). Also, it is NOT edible, so please store it away from children and pets. 
Make sure to protect your skin and don’t touch it directly.  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Donate 
Every dollar helps our educational 

programs.

❤

Become a member 
Be a key player in helping us 

succeed. 

ABOUT ZERO WASTE CANADA 

Zero Waste Canada (ZWC) is a non-profit grassroots organization, dedicated to ending our 
age of wastefulness through improved industrial design & education for the 21 century. 

Zero Waste Canada is the national affiliate of the Zero Waste International Alliance (ZWIA), 
the governing body for Zero Waste on the global stage. 

♜

If you enjoyed this guide,  

please support us 

https://zerowastecanada.ca/donate?utm_source=CleaningGuide&utm_medium=pdf
https://zerowastecanada.ca/become-a-member?utm_source=CleaningGuide&utm_medium=pdf



