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Introduction 

Products used to kill or reduce microbes are actually antimicrobial “pesticides”.  
Antimicrobial pesticides are categorized based on the type of microbial “pest” 
they are formulated and tested to be effective against1. Some products control 
the growth of pests (e.g., algae) that do not pose a threat to human health, 
while others such as sanitizers and disinfectants, kill, reduce or mitigate growth 
of “pathogenic” microbes that are potentially harmful and can cause disease. 
They are commonly called germs.  

Antimicrobial products are categorized as both a pesticide and a hazardous product, and are 
regulated under two different laws by two different federal agencies. Both of the following 
agencies govern the requirements for the content of a pesticide’s product health and safety 
information: 

1. The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) specifies content 
requirements for product hazards, precautions and safety and health information in the 
Safety Data Sheets (SDS) format under the Global Harmonized System (GHS) portion of 
the Hazard Communication Standard (HCS) (29 CFR 1910.1200).  

2. The United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) specifies content 
requirements for antimicrobial pesticide labels under the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide 
and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA).  

EPA requires a pesticide label to be the user's guide to applying pesticides to minimize 
risk and maximize efficacy. The label provides information about how to safely and 
legally handle and use pesticide products. Pesticide labels are legally enforceable, and 
all of them carry the statement: “It is a violation of federal law to use this product in a 
manner inconsistent with its labeling.2” 

What are the challenges to interpreting an antimicrobial product’s health information? 

The health and safety information on an antimicrobial pesticide product’s label and an SDS can 
be different from each other, and at times, appear to be, or are actually conflicting. The 
inconsistencies in this information can cause confusion under the following circumstances: 

1. It can be confusing to the end user if they are trying to use the information to make a 
product selection (e.g., trying to find the least toxic product). 

2. The “workplace labels” used on secondary containers (e.g., spray bottles) of diluted 
product, may actually be hazard information about the concentrate, not the hazards of 
the diluted product. Please see the section in this document, Labels on Secondary 
Containers of Antimicrobial Products, for more information. 

 
1 National Pesticide Information Center, http://npic.orst.edu/ingred/ptype/amicrob/index.html 
2 Note that EPA does not recommend that other elements of the FIFRA label, such as directions for 
use, should be included. 

“CIDE” 
means 
Kill!! 

http://npic.orst.edu/ingred/ptype/amicrob/index.html
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What are some of the differences between health information on the SDS and the pesticide 
information referenced on the same SDS? 

Some differences are illustrated below for Purtabs,  
a disinfectant tab, that is made into a solution: 

Information SDS for the diluted product:  Pesticide Label Information in the SDS 
for the concentrate in tab form:  

Section 2:  Hazards Identification  
Section 9:  Physical/Chemical Properties 
Section 11:  Toxicological Information 
Section 16:  Other Information 

Section 16: Other information 

Signal Word:  WARNING Signal Word:  DANGER  

pH 5.5 - 6.5 (not corrosive) 
• Causes serious eye irritation.  
• Harmful in contact with skin.  
• Harmful if swallowed.  
• Prolonged inhalation may be harmful. May cause 

irritation to the respiratory system. 

CORROSIVE  
• Causes irreversible eye damage and 

skin burns.  
• Harmful if swallowed, inhaled or 

absorbed through the skin. 

Pictogram  N/A 

Exclamation 
Mark  

▪ Irritant (skin and eye) 
▪ Skin Sensitizer 
▪ Acute Toxicity  
▪ Narcotic Effects 
▪ Respiratory Tract Irritant 

 

Hazardous Materials Information Systems (HMIS) 
Hazard Ratings 
Health:  1 (note a corrosive is typically a 3 rating) 
Flammability:  0 
Physical Hazard:  0 

N/A 

National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) Hazard 
Ratings 
Health:  1 
Flammability:  0 
Instability:  0 

N/A 

Why the Confusion? 

The confusion is due to the fact that EPA has not adopted OSHA’s HCS GHS criteria; there are 
differences between EPA’s requirements and OSHA’s related to: classification criteria, hazard 
statements, pictograms, and signal words.  
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How did EPA seek to reconcile these potential problems? 

In order to avoid potential inconsistencies between EPA-approved labels for pesticides 
regulated under FIFRA, and the SDSs that OSHA requires under the HCS, EPA issued a 
clarification3 of its policy. EPA’s recommended guidance4 is designed to prevent this problem as 
noted below: 

“Generally, every pesticide sold or distributed in the United States must be registered by 
EPA (FIFRA § 12(a)(1)(A)). In granting a registration, EPA must determine that the 
pesticide’s “labeling” complies with the requirements of FIFRA (FIFRA § 3(c)(5)(B)). In 
Section 2(p)(2)(A), FIFRA defines “labeling” to include all written, printed, or graphic 
matter accompanying the pesticide at any time. One of FIFRA’s requirements for 
labeling is that it not be false or misleading in any particular.” 

EPA’s policy allows SDSs to accompany pesticides so long as they do not obscure or 
conflict with the labeling approved by EPA. 

To provide an adequate explanation in the SDS so the pesticide labeling is not misleading, EPA 
recommends manufacturers include the following information in the product’s SDS: 

• FIFRA label information in their SDSs in Section 15, “Regulatory Information”.  

The recommended information would provide a brief explanation for any 
differences between the pesticide label information and the SDS information, as well 
as FIFRA hazard statements (e.g., “fatal if swallowed”), signal word, and symbol (if 
required).  

• EPA also recommends that the following general statement be included in the SDS 
Section 15:  

“This chemical is a pesticide product registered by the United States Environmental 
Protection Agency and is subject to certain labeling requirements under federal 
pesticide law. These requirements differ from the classification criteria and hazard 
information required for safety data sheets (SDS), and for workplace labels of non-
pesticide chemicals. The hazard information required on the pesticide label is 
reproduced below. The pesticide label also includes other important information, 
including directions for use. [Insert FIFRA label hazard information] 

  

 

3 EPA, Pesticide Registration (PR) Notice 2012-1, April 20, 2012 

4 FIFRA 2(p)(2)(A) EPA, Label Review Manual (for Pesticides), Revised July 2011 
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What are other important points of note? 

• OSHA does not require manufactures to complete SDS sections 12 (Ecological Information), 
13 (Disposal Considerations), 14 (Transport Information), and 15 (Regulatory Information) 
of the SDS format specified by the HCS GHS.  

EPA recommends that any information from the FIFRA label on hazards included in the SDS  
be located in SDS Section 15, or, for ecological hazards, in SDS Section 12. 

• EPA does not recommend that other elements of the FIFRA label should be included, such 
as directions for use. 

• FIFRA labels approved by EPA pre-empt OSHA’s label requirements. 

• WPA only uses one symbol, the skull and crossbones, for severe acute toxicity and products 
containing methanol at concentrations above 4%. The GHS uses symbols for all hazard 
classes (but not all categories)5. 

• EPA’s signal words on labels are different from OSHA’s signal words on labels: 

Signal words indicate a product’s potential for making you sick. Regardless of how many 
hazards a chemical may have, there will only be one signal word on the label. The signal 
word for the highest hazard will appear on the label.  

EPA prohibits the use of signal words for environmental or physical hazards6; the GHS 
mandates their use for some categories (e.g. extremely flammable liquids). Other 
differences are illustrated below: 

EPA’s Signal Words OSHA’s Signal Words7 

“Caution” appears on products that are 
the least harmful to you.  

 

“Warning” means a product is more 
harmful than one with a “Caution” label.  

“Warning” is used for the less severe 
hazards 

“Danger” means a product is poisonous or 
corrosive and should be used with 
extreme care. 

GHS uses the “danger” signal word and 
skull and cross bones symbol for chemicals 
in Categories 1-3 (e.g., oral LD50 of up to 
300 mg/kg) and introduces the 
exclamation point symbol for Category 4. 

“Danger” is used for the more severe 
hazards.  

EPA uses the “danger” signal word 
and skull and crossbones symbol for 
chemicals in Categories I and II (e.g. 
oral LD50 of up to 50 mg/kg).  

 

 
5 EPA, Chemical Hazard Classification and Labeling: Comparison of OPP Requirements and the GHS 

6 EPA, Chemical Hazard Classification and Labeling: Comparison of OPP Requirements and the GHS 

7 OSHA Brief:  Hazard Communication Standard: Labels and Pictograms 



Clarifying the Different Health and Safety Information Appearing on  

Antimicrobial Pesticide Labels and Safety Data Sheets for Disinfectants 

5 – Document Status - final draft awaiting final review. 

 

 
Conclusion 

Although EPA has sought to minimize inconsistencies between the two sets of requirements for 
health information, it is obvious from the sample provided above that either there are  
significant inconsistencies between the information provided for many of the antimicrobial 
products that are considered to be safer, or the information is too technical for the layperson to 
interpret. If there are questions based on what appear to be inconsistencies or conflicting or 
confusing information, contact the manufacturer directly to clarify any concerns. Also, you can 
consult the EPA publication, Chemical Hazard Classification and Labeling: Comparison of OPP 
Requirements and the GHS, for a detailed comparison. 
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Sample Pesticide Label with GHS Modifications for Illustration Purposes 

Note:  Although EPA developed the label comparison below, a statement on their webpage 
notes that; “EPA has not adopted GHS for pesticide product classification and labeling. In most 
cases, GHS hazard statements and pictograms should not appear on pesticide product labels 
sold and distributed in the United States.” 

The following label is for an insecticide pesticide, not an antimicrobial pesticide.  

Pesticide Label Pesticide Label with GHS Elements 
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Illustration and Explanation of How to Read an Antimicrobial Label 
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Overview - Labels on Secondary Containers of Antimicrobial Products 

The following information is provided to help explain another related, but separate issue that is 
potentially misleading. This issue is also a consequence of the label being governed by two 
different agencies. 

A primary container is the original container a product comes in with the manufacturer’s label. 
A secondary container is any container holding a product which is not the original container 
supplied by the manufacturer. It is most often used in schools for diluting and applying a 
product. 

EPA does not require labels on secondary containers. OSHA does have requirements that apply 
for “workplace” labels under the HCS GHS. Please see the OSHA sample workplace label with 
requirements highlighted at the end of this document. 

EPA  

• What are EPA’s recommendations8 for information to be included in OSHA workplace 
labels on secondary containers? 

EPA recommends that the applicator identify the material in the secondary container in 
the event of a spill to ensure that adequate information can be obtained in case of 
medical or environmental emergency. EPA recommends that such labels include the 
following information: 

• The name, address and telephone number of the applicator/pest control firm [if 
applicable]. 

• Product name. 

• EPA registration number. 

• Name and percentage of active ingredient. 

• If the product in the container is diluted, it should be followed by the phrase: 
“The product in this container is diluted as directed on the pesticide product label.” 

• Signal word and precautionary statements (including First Aid statements) from 
the registered label unless the registrant has acute toxicity data supporting lesser 
precautionary statements for the diluted product and alternate directions for the 
diluted product are indicated on the product label. The secondary container may 
have reduced precautionary language (if supported by dilution-specific acute 
toxicity data) but not a reduced signal word. 

• The statement: 
“Follow the directions for use on the pesticide label when applying this product.” 

 

8 EPA, https://www.epa.gov/pesticide-labels/secondary-containers-and-service-containers-
pesticides 

https://www.epa.gov/pesticide-labels/secondary-containers-and-service-containers-pesticides
https://www.epa.gov/pesticide-labels/secondary-containers-and-service-containers-pesticides
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Note:  Information provided in a pesticide label is considered a regulatory 
requirement governing use of an antimicrobial product. If someone does not follow 
these directions, it is considered a violation of the law. Thus, EPA’s recommendation 
to include this statement on the label reinforces this requirement. 

 

• What is EPA’s position on manufacturers providing ready-made labels on secondary 
containers? 

• EPA also allows manufacturers to provide labels to users for secondary containers 
that are used to apply or temporarily store end-use pesticides, as long as the labels 
are not inconsistent (e.g.,  have no other statements that conflict), with the EPA 
approved pesticide label. 

• What is EPA’s position on ingredient information on the workplace label? 

The percentage of active ingredient listed on the secondary container may reflect 
the concentrated product, or if known, the percentage of active ingredient in the 
end-use dilution. Listing the percentage of active ingredient as reflected on the 
product label and indicating the product has been diluted as directed relieves the 
user from having to calculate the percentage of active in the dilute formulation.  

Such a calculation can be difficult for the average user when the directions for use 
call for a ratio of product to diluent, (e.g. 1-part product to 64 parts diluent or 5 
ounces of product to 128 ounces of water), and the directions do not list the 
percentage of active ingredient in the finished dilution. 

• Why is the ingredient information a concern? 

Some diluted products in secondary containers have manufacturer’s labels with 
information from the concentrate. Cross check with the concentrate’s label with the 
label on the “ready to use” product because the manufacturer may have provided 
the same label for both the concentration and the dilute. This is important 
information to distribute with the product for end users to understand the hazard 
level and precautions for the product. 
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OSHA Requirements 

• What are OSHS Workplace Label Requirements on Secondary Containers? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Document Information: 

Final Draft Date:  June 15, 2020  

Developed by:  Lynn Rose, Informed Green Solutions, Inc.  

Funded by:  The Toxics Use Reduction Institute, University Massachusetts, Lowell  


