University of Kentucky		

College of Agriculture, Food & Environment		

Extension Plant Pathology

College of Agriculture, Food and Environment
Cooperative Extension Service

Plant Pathology Fact Sheet

PPFS-GEN-17

Cleaning & Disinfecting
Home Garden Tools & Equipment
Kim Leonberger
Plant Pathology
Extension Associate

Kara Back
Horticulture
County Extension Agent

Nicole Gauthier
Plant Pathology
Extension Specialist

Importance

Dirty tools, containers, and surfaces come as no surprise to home gardeners (Figure 1). Rinsing with
water to remove obvious soil or plant residues is a common practice. However, this type of basic
cleaning can fail to remove microscopic plant pathogens that can remain on surfaces. Tools, containers,
shoes, and surfaces should also be disinfected to remove fungal, bacterial, and viral plant pathogens
to prevent transmission to healthy plants. Some household products can either clean items or
disinfect, while others can both clean and disinfect. The following details the cleaning and disinfecting
methods suggested for home gardeners. [Note: Guidelines for cleaning and disinfecting surfaces and
equipment in a commercial production setting are more stringent; producers should consult Cleaning
and Sanitizing Commercial Greenhouse Surfaces (PPFS-GH-07) for recommendations.]
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Figure 1. Pots (A) and trowels (B) often become
covered with soil; pruners (C) may become covered
in plant sap or plant debris during use. These items
should be cleaned and sanitized to remove potential
pathogens.
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Products for Cleaning

Cleaning products, such as soaps and
detergents, help remove loose organic matter.
This partial list includes some of the common
products suitable for cleaning. When cleaning
tools and supplies, it is helpful to use brushes,
scrubbing pads, and paper towels to aid in the
removal of dirt and plant debris.
�
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Dish detergent
Liquid soap, hand soap
Household cleaner
Bathroom cleaner
Brush or broom
Towels
Figure 2. Examples of some common household
products that can be used for cleaning garden
tools and supplies.

Products for Disinfection

Disinfectants/sanitizers are products that have anti-microbial activity and can kill disease-causing
microorganisms. Microscopic organisms can be transmitted on tools and surfaces, even after rinsing
or washing. Disinfectant products may also be labeled as antimicrobials or sanitizers. This partial list
is a sample of common household products that can be used to disinfect garden tools and surfaces.
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Figure 3. Examples of some common household products
that can be used for disinfecting garden tools and supplies.

Products that can be used to both
clean and disinfect are noted with
an asterisk (*).
� Rubbing alcohol or alcohol prep
pads (available as 70% solution, do
not dilute)
� Bleach (Mix 9 parts water with
1 part bleach to produce a 10%
solution)
� Trisodium phosphate, TSP (Mix 9
parts water with 1 part TSP powder
to produce a 10% solution)
� Hand sanitizer
� Household cleaner, such as Lysol™
Concentrate Disinfectant*
� Antimicrobial bathroom cleaner,
such as Scrubbing Bubbles™*

Procedure for Cleaning &
Disinfecting Garden Equipment
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Step 1: Cleaning

Clean and scrub to remove organic matter, which
can inhibit the disinfection process. Begin with
a water rinse and then follow up with a soapy
wash. Rinse surfaces after washing to remove
residues.
Figure 4. Brushes are helpful for scrubbing
soil and debris from garden tools, such as
pruners and trowels.

Step 2: Disinfecting

Methods for disinfection include soaking (Figure 5a), dipping (Figure 5b), and spraying (Figure 5c).
Exposure time is the length of time the product needs to remain in contact with the surface to kill or
inactivate pathogens. Most products, including household cleaners (Lysol™), rubbing alcohol (70%)
and TSP (10%) require a 3- to 5-minute soak to effectively sanitize (inactivate pathogens). Note that
bleach is the most effective disinfectant and can kill surface microorganisms within 30 seconds.
Both bleach and TSP are corrosive to metal tools and can be harmful if inhaled; thus, they are not
recommended as a first choice for disinfection. Never
mix bleach with other cleaning products, as a toxic
a gas can be produced. Garden tools with wooden 5b
parts are often more difficult to disinfect than those
made of plastic, metal, or fiberglass.
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Figure 5. Supplies, such as pots, can be soaked
in a disinfectant solution (A). Pruners, scissors,
and trowels can be dipped in disinfectant; be sure
entire cutting surfaces are completely submerged
in the solution (B). Some disinfectant products can
be applied by spraying (C).

Step 3: Rinse & Dry

A thorough rinse (Figure 6) can remove residues,
as well as products such as bleach, that may
corrode tools and metal surfaces. Allow tools to
dry completely before storing (Figure 7). Some
tools may benefit from oiling before storage.
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Figure 6. Tools, pots, and other
supplies
should be rinsed with clean water after
disinfecting. Figure 7. Pots and tools should
be completely dry before storing. While pots
can be set out to air-dry, metal tools should be
dried completely with paper towels to prevent
rust.

Additional Resources
� Cleaning and Sanitizing Commercial
Greenhouse Surfaces (PPFS-GH-07)
https://plantpathology.ca.uky.edu/files/ppfsGH-07.pdf
� Fruit, Orchard, and Vineyard Sanitation
(PPFS-GEN-05)
https://plantpathology.ca.uky.edu/files/ppfsgen-05.pdf

� Greenhouse Sanitation (PPFS-GH-04) https://plantpathology.ca.uky.edu/files/ppfsgh-04.pdf
� Landscape Sanitation (PPFS-GEN-04)
https://plantpathology.ca.uky.edu/files/ppfsgen-04.pdf
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