
The Right Thing: How to Keep Your Hands Clean 
Washing stops the spread of germs, but triclosan, an ingredient in 
antibacterial products, is toxic to aquatic life. What to do? 
by John Scott Lucas 
 
You can tell school is almost in session again by the explosion of antibacterial 
products on display at the neighborhood drug store. Parents of young kids, 
anxious that their little one will bring home some dread disease, are already 
clipping bottles of liquid hand sanitizer to backpacks.  

Washing one's hands is the most effective way to stop the spread of germs, as 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention is quick to tell us. The agency 
encourages everyone to wash their hands for 30 seconds before eating and 
after using the restroom, changing diapers, or handling garbage.  

But it’s not as simple as that. Americans dump nearly a million pounds of 
triclosan, the active ingredient in most antibacterial products, down the drain 
each year. Triclosan is toxic to aquatic life. It is also linked to liver toxicity in 
humans, and even small amounts may disrupt thyroid function. One study by 
researchers at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health found that 
about 75 percent of this chemical passes through sewage treatment plants and 
finds its way into America’s watersheds. What’s more, the Environmental 
Working Group, an environmental health research and advocacy organization, 
has shown that most hand-sanitizing products are more toxic to humans than 
the germs they are designed to eradicate.    

What’s the right thing to do? Wash hands with plain soap and water. The 
American Medical Association says that antibacterial soaps and alcohol washes 
are no more effective than regular soap and water at fighting infection. The 
Environmental Working Group states that soap and water also removes 
environmental toxins from hands, something hand sanitizer does not.  


