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What You Need to Know About 
Disinfectant Wipes
A s many school students resume 

in-person classes, some school 
districts are requesting students bring 
disinfectant wipes into school from 
home. Disposable disinfectant wipes 
may seem a simple and convenient 
solution to in-class cleaning and 
disinfection needs, but there are several 
factors school communities must 
consider. 

Disinfectant wipes are pesticides
Disinfectant wipes are registered by the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) as antimicrobial pesticides 
designed to kill or inactivate microbes 
(germs). Many have “KEEP OUT OF 
REACH OF CHILDREN” clearly stated 
on containers. Disinfection products 
should not be used by children or near 
children. 

Most K-12 students are legal minors 
under the age of 18 so may not use disin-
fectant wipes. Students, because of their 
developmental stage in life, have unique 
vulnerabilities leaving them prone to 
negative effects after chemical exposure. 
Younger students are also more likely to 
use wipes inappropriately, for example, 
using them to wipe their hands and 
faces.

Disposable wipes are not all the 
same
Disposable wipes may look similar, but 
they come in different forms designed 
for very different uses and cannot be 

used interchangeably. Accordingly, wipes 
come with differing directions for use. 
Figure 1 shows a few different types: (A) 
EPA registered surface sanitizing wipes 
that can be used on “food contact” sur-
faces. (B) EPA registered disinfectant 
wipes for non-food-contact surfaces. (C) 
FDA regulated hand sanitizing wipes. 
These are over-the-counter products for 
your hands and are not designed for 
cleaning surfaces. 

Figure 1. Many types of wipes are available for purchase. Be sure you know what type of 
wipes you are buying and how they can be used.
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Cleaning, sanitizing, and 
disinfecting
Pesticide label references to “cleaning,” 
“disinfecting” and “sanitizing” properties 
mean different things. Cleaning removes 

bacteria, virus, and other pathogens 
(germs), dirt, and impurities from sur-
faces or objects. Cleaning alone does not 
kill or deactivate all germs.

Disinfectants contain chemicals that kill 
or deactivate specific pathogens indicated 
on labels. They are used to disinfect sur-
faces or objects. Only wipes listed in EPA 
List N: Disinfectants for Use Against 
SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) are approved 
for use against SARS-CoV-2, and only if 
they are used according to label direc-
tions.

Sanitizing products use chemicals to 
lower the number of pathogens on 
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Disinfectant wipes   ...continued from p.1

surfaces or objects to a safe level, as 
judged by public health standards or 
requirements.

Some products are EPA approved as 
both a sanitizer and a disinfectant, how-
ever contact times differ and are patho-
gen specific. Currently, there are no 
sanitizer-only products with approved 
virus claims. For this reason, sanitizers 
do not qualify for inclusion on EPA’s List 
N.

Products for “surface” sanitizing (EPA 
antimicrobial pesticide) and “hand” 
sanitizing (FDA over-the-counter drug) 
may look very similar. Some have differ-
ent ingredients, while some have similar 
ingredients. However, these products are 

regulated by two different agencies, and 
are NOT interchangeable.

New CDC guidance
New cleaning and disinfection guidance 
was released April 5, 2021 by the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention. 
While the SARS-CoV-2 virus is primar-
ily airborne, it is possible for people to 
be infected by contacting contaminated 
surfaces. 

Cleaning with products containing soap 
or detergent reduces germs on surfaces 
by removing contaminants and may also 
weaken or damage some of the virus 
particles, decreasing infection risk from 
surfaces.

When no people with confirmed or 
suspected COVID-19 infections are 
known to have been in a space, cleaning 
once a day is usually enough to suffi-
ciently remove virus particles that may 
be on surfaces and help maintain a 
healthy facility. Disinfecting using List N 
products destroys any remaining germs 
on surfaces, which further reduces any 
risk of spreading infection.

You may want to either clean more fre-
quently or choose to disinfect (in addi-
tion to cleaning) in shared spaces if:

•	 There is a high transmission of 
COVID-19 in your community,

•	 Low number of people wearing 
masks who aren’t vaccinated,

Health and safety risks
Recent events have documented 
increases in negative health impacts 
caused by cleaning and disinfection in 
both homes and school settings. Many 
ingredients in wipes can pose health and 
safety risks. Wipes come with different 
active ingredients and additives. Com-
monly found active ingredients such as 
chlorine bleach (sodium hypochlorite), 
and quaternary ammonium compounds 
(benzalkonium chlorides can irritate 
eyes, skin and trigger asthma symptoms. 
Inert ingredients can also be problem-
atic. Adequate ventilation while using 
products is vitally important.

To find options with lower risk look for 
the EPA Design for the Environment 
logo on products. Safer active ingredi-
ents for disinfectants currently available 
include hydrogen peroxide, citric acid, 
lactic acid, and ethanol. 

Don’t mix products
Mixing products can result in serious 
injury or death. NEVER mix a disinfec-
tant with another disinfectant, home-
made cleaning solutions, store-bought 
cleaning products or hand sanitizer. For 
example, mixing chlorine bleach and 
ammonia cleaners can lead to the pro-
duction of potentially lethal chlorine gas 
(Table 1).

Table 1. Never mix cleaning, disinfectant, or hand sanitizers.

Ingredient 1 Ingredient 2 Resulting chemical
Health effects from short,  

low-level exposure

Bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite)

Ammonia (quats) Chloramine gas Coughing, nausea, shortness of breath, 
watery eyes, chest pain, throat, nose 
and eye irritation, wheezing.

Bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite)

Vinegar or other 
acid

Chlorine gas Ear, nose and throat irritation, coughing, 
difficulty breathing, burning, watery 
eyes, runny nose.

Bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite)

*Isopropyl 
(rubbing) alcohol 

Chloroform and 
hydrochloric (muriatic) 
acid liquid

Corrosive burns of eyes, nose, and skin, 
shortness of breath.

Bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite)

Hydrogen 
peroxide

Oxygen, salt, and water Mixing these solutions generates fizzing, 
frothing and a useless solution. 

Bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite)

Peracetic acid Chlorine gas Ear, nose and throat irritation, coughing, 
difficulty breathing, burning, watery 
eyes, runny nose.

Bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite)

Acetone 
(propanone)

Chloroform, sodium 
hydroxide & acetic acid

Corrosive burns of eyes, nose, and skin, 
coughing, shortness of breath.

Hydrogen 
peroxide

Vinegar or 
another acid

#Peracetic acid liquid Cough, shortness of breath, burns to 
the eyes, nose, and throat.

*Many hand sanitizers are alcohol-based. If hand sanitizers are used as part of hand hygiene measures, do not 
handle incompatible surface disinfectant wipes at the same time.
#Also used as a disinfectant but may require higher PPE requirements.
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WHAT IS IPM? Integrated Pest Management (IPM) programs focus on long-term prevention of pests or their damage 
through a combination of techniques including resistant plant varieties, biological control, physical or mechanical con-
trol, and modification of gardening and home maintenance practices to reduce conditions favorable for pests. Pesticides 
are part of IPM programs but are used only when needed. Products are selected and applied in a manner that minimizes 
risks to human health, beneficial and nontarget organisms, and the environment.
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Disinfectant wipes   ...continued from p.2

•	 Infrequent hand hygiene, or
•	 The space is occupied by certain 

populations, such as people at 
increased risk for severe illness from 
COVID-19 

If there has been a sick person or some-
one who tested positive for COVID-19 
in your facility within the last 24 hours, 
you should clean AND disinfect the 
space.

Label requirements
Use of disinfectant wipes may incur 
regulatory compliance challenges and 
lost time learning time in class. Some 
wipes may require the use of chemically 
resistant gloves and hands should always 
be washed with soap and water after 
using disinfectant wipes, even if gloves 
are worn. 

For teachers and students transitioning 
classrooms 6-8 times a day, 5 days a 
week, the use of disinfectants before each 
transition can incur unusual chemical 
exposure. Store-bought disinfectant 
products used in this way far exceeds the 
frequency and duration of normal con-
sumer use. Therefore, the use of such 
products would necessitate inclusion in 
an employer’s hazard communication 
program. This would involve training on 
hazards and precautions, and staff access 
to product labels in a familiar language 
and safety data sheets at each location. 

Health and safety risks
Recent events have documented 
increases in negative health impacts 
caused by cleaning and disinfection in 
both homes and school settings. Many 
ingredients in wipes can pose health and 
safety risks. Wipes come with different 
active ingredients and additives. Com-
monly found active ingredients such as 
chlorine bleach (sodium hypochlorite), 
and quaternary ammonium compounds 
(benzalkonium chlorides can irritate 
eyes, skin and trigger asthma symptoms. 
Inert ingredients can also be problem-
atic. Adequate ventilation while using 
products is vitally important.

To find options with lower risk look for 
the EPA Design for the Environment 
logo on products. Safer active ingredi-
ents for disinfectants currently available 
include hydrogen peroxide, citric acid, 
lactic acid, and ethanol. 

Don’t mix products
Mixing products can result in serious 
injury or death. NEVER mix a disinfec-
tant with another disinfectant, home-
made cleaning solutions, store-bought 
cleaning products or hand sanitizer. For 
example, mixing chlorine bleach and 
ammonia cleaners can lead to the pro-
duction of potentially lethal chlorine gas 
(Table 1).

Table 1. Never mix cleaning, disinfectant, or hand sanitizers.

Ingredient 1 Ingredient 2 Resulting chemical
Health effects from short,  

low-level exposure

Bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite)

Ammonia (quats) Chloramine gas Coughing, nausea, shortness of breath, 
watery eyes, chest pain, throat, nose 
and eye irritation, wheezing.

Bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite)

Vinegar or other 
acid

Chlorine gas Ear, nose and throat irritation, coughing, 
difficulty breathing, burning, watery 
eyes, runny nose.

Bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite)

*Isopropyl 
(rubbing) alcohol 

Chloroform and 
hydrochloric (muriatic) 
acid liquid

Corrosive burns of eyes, nose, and skin, 
shortness of breath.

Bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite)

Hydrogen 
peroxide

Oxygen, salt, and water Mixing these solutions generates fizzing, 
frothing and a useless solution. 

Bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite)

Peracetic acid Chlorine gas Ear, nose and throat irritation, coughing, 
difficulty breathing, burning, watery 
eyes, runny nose.

Bleach (sodium 
hypochlorite)

Acetone 
(propanone)

Chloroform, sodium 
hydroxide & acetic acid

Corrosive burns of eyes, nose, and skin, 
coughing, shortness of breath.

Hydrogen 
peroxide

Vinegar or 
another acid

#Peracetic acid liquid Cough, shortness of breath, burns to 
the eyes, nose, and throat.

*Many hand sanitizers are alcohol-based. If hand sanitizers are used as part of hand hygiene measures, do not 
handle incompatible surface disinfectant wipes at the same time.
#Also used as a disinfectant but may require higher PPE requirements.

Storage requirements
Disinfectant wipes have specific storage 
requirements including temperature 
limits, ventilation requirements, shelf-
life expiration dates, chemical separation 
requirements, and storage out of reach of 
children.Never store disinfectants under 
classroom sinks, on overhead shelving, 
or in student accessible areas.

For more information about cleaning 
and disinfecting, see the Resources sec-
tion.

—Dawn H. Gouge,  
U of Arizona, Entomology,  

dhgouge@arizona.edu; 

—Shaku Nair, U of Arizona, 
Entomology; 

—Lynn Rose, New Hampshire 
Environmental Services; 

—Mansel Nelson, Northern Arizona U, 
Institute for Tribal Environmental 

Professionals; 

—Janet A. Hurley, Texas A&M 
University System, Texas AgriLife 

Extension Service; 

—Tim Stock, Oregon State U, 
Horticulture;

 —Shujuan (Lucy) Li, U of Arizona, 
Entomology; 

—Virginia McGregor, Scottsdale Unified 
School District.

Resources
CDC information on cleaning and disinfecting facilities: 
cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/disinfecting-building-facility.html

CDC on surface cleaning and disinfection needs: 
cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/more/science-and-research/surface-transmission.html

The National Pesticide Information Center (NPIC) information about antimicrobial pesticides: 
npic.orst.edu/ingred/ptype/amicrob/index.html 

US EPA factsheet on cleaning and disinfecting: 
epa.gov/sites/production/files/2021-04/documents/cleaning-disinfecting-one-pager.pdf

US EPA list N: Disinfectants for Use Against SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19: 
epa.gov/pesticide-registration/list-n-disinfectants-coronavirus-covid-19

US EPA directory of disinfectants that meet Design for the Environment standards: 
epa.gov/pesticide-labels/dfe-certified-disinfectants
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New Wildlife Pest Identification Tool
Vertebrate animals can become pests in our homes, gar-
dens, schools, parks, and landscapes and when they are, 
management efforts may be required. But identifying 
what has burrowed under the porch, eaten the fruit off 
garden plants or trees, or caused holes in a lawn can be 
difficult if you don’t see the culprit in action. 

If you think you or your customer has an animal pest but 
are not sure what it is, the new UC IPM Wildlife Pest 
Identification Tool will help you narrow down potential 
vertebrate pests using signs such as typical damage, tracks, 
and droppings (scat).

Try it out today!  
ipm.ucanr.edu/wildlife-pest-identification

New and Revised Pest Notes
A new UC IPM publication, Pest Notes: Wild Turkeys, is now available at  
ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn74176.html

UC IPM recently published revised versions of the following Pest Notes: 

Bats: ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn74150.html

Giant Whitefly: ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn7400.html

Poison Oak: ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn7431.html

Visit UC IPM’s Pest Notes web page  
for these and many more titles.  

ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES

We have a new Webinar series!

Join us on the third Thursday of each month from 1:00-2:00PM for

 Urban & Community IPM Webinars
ucanr.edu/sites/ucipm-community-webinars/

What do you think 
about our 

newsletter?
Your feedback is 

appreciated! 
Please fill out the 
short survey at

https://bit.
ly/32CYJqt

University of California Statewide IPM Program 
2801 Second Street 
Davis, CA 95618-7774
Editor: K. Windbiel-Rojas
Production: B. Messenger-Sikes
E-mail: UCIPMretail@ucanr.edu
Online: ipm.ucanr.edu/RETAIL

Connect with us! 

@ucipmurban

@ucipm

Produced by the University of California Statewide Integrated Pest 
Management Program with partial funding from the USDA NIFA CPPM 
Extension Implementation Program. 

Contributors: Elaine Lander, Scott Parker, Niamh Quinn, Andrew 
Sutherland, and Siavash Taravati.

For more information about managing pests, contact your University 
of California Cooperative Extension office, or visit the UC IPM website 
at ipm.ucanr.edu.  

Always read and carefully follow all precautions and safety 
instructions provided on the pesticide container label, as well as 
any other regulations regarding the use of pesticides. Not following 
label directions, even if they conflict with information provided 
herein, is a violation of state and federal law. No endorsements of 
named products are intended, nor is criticism implied of products 
not mentioned.

ANR NONDISCRIMINATION AND AFFIRMATIVE ACTION POLICY STATEMENT
It is the policy of the University of California (UC) and the UC Division of Agriculture & Natural Resources 
not to engage in discrimination against or harassment of any person in any of its programs or activities. 
(Complete nondiscrimination policy statement can be found at ucanr.edu/sites/anrstaff/files/215244.pdf.)
Inquiries regarding ANR’s nondiscrimination policies may be directed to UCANR, Affirmative Action 
Compliance Officer, University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources, 2801 Second Street, 
Davis, CA 95618, (530) 750-1343.
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