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Safe Use of Pesticides in the Home and Garden 

Pests in the home, garden, and yard come in a variety of forms. 

Common household pests can include anything from cockroaches, 

termites, or rodents to bathroom mildew or weeds in the yard. A 

pesticide is any substance that is intended to prevent, destroy, repel, 

or mitigate any pest.  

It is important to take steps to prevent pests from invading your home 

and to take simple steps to help control or kill pests. Integrated Pest 

Management (IPM) helps you choose the most effective and safe 

method to control pests using prevention, exclusion, and nonchemical 

tools first. If chemical pesticides are needed, after other methods 

have been tried, choose a less-toxic chemical to prevent you and your 

family, children, and pets from being harmed. Follow the guidance 

below to choose a pesticide and safely apply it. 

How do I safely use pesticides? 

1. Choose the right pesticide.  

Identify the problem and choose the least toxic pesticide to take care of the 

pest. The signal word on the container tells you how poisonous the product 

is to humans (shown in the figure on the right).  

Next, choose the pesticide form. Choose a ready-to-use form, if available, 

because they do not require measuring or mixing and reduce the chance of 

spilling. Pesticides come in different forms, such as powder, pellets, or 

liquids. Avoid “foggers” and “bombs” unless absolutely necessary, because 

they distribute the pesticide throughout the entire area and increase the risk of exposing people or pets. 

Only use pesticides that are registered with the U.S. EPA. Do not use home remedies or pesticides that have not 

been approved. They may be extremely toxic, more potent, or not effective at getting rid of the pest. 

2. Read the product label.  

The label will guide you on using the product safely and effectively. Using the pesticide 

in a way that is not consistent with label directions is a violation of federal law. It may 

also be ineffective and/or dangerous. The label contains information about the active 

ingredient and what it targets, directions for use, first aid instructions, and other 

important information. See this guide for more information: What You Need to Know 

about Reading a Pesticide Label. 

3. Use the right amount.  

Make sure to measure out the correct amount and apply just that. Doubling the amount 

of pesticide does not double the effectiveness. NEVER use the tools (such as cups, 

teaspoons, or bottles) that you use for measuring pesticides to prepare food, even if 

you’ve washed them. 

•Highly toxic

•Poisonous or corrosive
Danger

•Moderately toxicWarning

•Slightly toxic/least 
hazardousCaution

SIGNAL WORDS 

Image from: Penn State 

Extension  

Types of common household pesticides: 
Insecticides Insect repellants 
  Roach sprays and baits 

Flea and tick shampoos, 
powders, and dips for pets 

Herbicides Weed killers 
Fungicides Products used to kill mold or 

mildew 
Rodenticides Rat and other rodent poisons 
Antimicrobials  Bath and kitchen 

disinfectants and sanitizers, 
including bleach 

 Swimming pool chemicals 

https://npic.orst.edu/ingred/ptype/index.html
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2014-01/documents/preventpest.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/safepestcontrol/do-you-really-need-use-pesticide
https://extension.psu.edu/got-pest-problems-eliminate-household-pests-with-ipm
https://extension.psu.edu/got-pest-problems-eliminate-household-pests-with-ipm
https://extension.psu.edu/are-home-remedies-a-good-solution-penn-state-extension-says-no
https://extension.psu.edu/what-you-need-to-know-about-reading-a-pesticide-label
https://extension.psu.edu/what-you-need-to-know-about-reading-a-pesticide-label
https://extension.psu.edu/what-you-need-to-know-about-reading-a-pesticide-label
https://extension.psu.edu/what-you-need-to-know-about-reading-a-pesticide-label
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4. Use the product safely and correctly. 

• Wear protective clothing as the label specifies. If it does not give specific guidance, wear long sleeves, long 

pants, gloves, and closed shoes. After applying pesticides, remove clothing and shoes before entering the 

home. Wash clothes separately from regular household laundry before wearing again. 

• When mixing and applying, do not eat, drink, or smoke. If mixing a product, do so outdoors or in a 

well-ventilated area. Only mix the amount needed for the job. Do not store mixed product for later use. 

• Keep kids and pets away from the area. Never put pesticides in an area where kids or pets can reach it. 

• If applying indoors, provide adequate ventilation. Apply only to limited areas, such as cracks. Do not treat 

the whole floor or wall. If using in the kitchen, remove food and anything used for food preparation on the 

counters or cabinet before applying the pesticide.  

• If applying outside, never apply on a windy day. Close house doors and windows. Keep away from plants 

and wildlife you do not want to treat. Do not apply to flowering plants; pesticides can harm honeybees and 

other pollinating insects! Never apply near waterways or a wellhead since the chemicals can contaminate 

water. 

5. If you cannot get rid of pests, use this guide to help you find a licensed professional applicator: Choosing a 

Qualified Pest Management or Lawn Care Company.   

Keeping children safe 

Common household pesticides can cause serious harm to a child’s health. 

Many accidental poisonings happen each year from children coming into contact with pesticides 

stored or applied in their homes, yards, schools, or pets.  

Follow U.S. EPA’s tips to help you poison-proof your home and prevent poisonings: 

• Never apply pesticides in areas where the child can get to.  

• Follow the directions as written on the label. 

• Crawl around on your hands and knees to see if you’ve missed potential dangers from a 

child’s viewpoint.  

• Tightly seal containers after use, even if you are temporarily interrupted during pesticide 

application (e.g., doorbell, phone call). 

• Store in cabinets out of a child’s reach. Install safety latches on cabinets. 

• Store pesticides in original containers, never in containers that could be mistaken for food or 

juice. 

Other tips: 

• Teach children that “pesticides are poisons” and not to touch them. 

• Alert all caregivers about possible dangers of pesticides. 

• Pesticides used to control fleas or ticks can be transferred from your 

pets to your children. Carefully follow label directions to protect children and pets. 

 

https://extension.psu.edu/what-you-need-to-know-about-protecting-yourself-when-using-pesticides
https://extension.psu.edu/choosing-a-qualified-pest-management-or-lawn-care-company
https://extension.psu.edu/choosing-a-qualified-pest-management-or-lawn-care-company
https://www.epa.gov/safepestcontrol/reduce-your-childs-chances-pesticide-poisoning
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What are the possible health effects of pesticide exposures? 

Exposure to pesticides can increase the risk of a number of different 

adverse health effects. The risk for any health effect varies depending on 

the pesticide you were exposed to, as well as how much, how often, and 

how you were exposed. Short, high dose exposures can have different 

health effects than those occurring at low doses for long periods of time. 

Different routes of exposure will also have different effects. For 

example, breathing in a pesticide may cause irritation to the nose and 

throat, accidentally swallowing a pesticide can cause abdominal pain 

and vomiting, and skin contact may cause rashes or blistering. Some 

pesticides can also increase the risk of long-term health effects that may 

take months to years to develop, such as respiratory diseases, cancer, 

nervous system effects, and birth defects.  

If you think you were exposed to a pesticide and are experiencing health 

effects, call your health care provider or call 911 if it is an emergency. 

Your local poison control center can give you advice and management of 

your symptoms (1-800-222-1222). 

How do I store pesticides? 

• Always store pesticides in the original container that clearly identifies the contents. Never store in an old food 

container or other container that does not include the label.  

• Tightly fasten caps.  

• Keep out of reach of children and pets. Consider storing pesticides in a locked metal cabinet to prevent 

accidental contact. 

• Do not store near food, animal feed, medical supplies, or an ignition source. Do not store near personal 

protective equipment; they may become contaminated and will not protect you. 

• Store fertilizer, potting soil, and seeds/bulbs in a separate location to avoid pesticide contamination that could 

harm seedlings, transplants, and turf. 

How do I clean up and dispose of pesticides? 

If you accidentally spill a small amount of pesticide, clean up promptly. Sprinkle with sawdust, vermiculite, or kitty litter. 
Sweep into a plastic garbage bag and dispose as directed on label. Never pour pesticides down a drain, toilet, or sewer. 
Never reuse containers or recycle them. Instead, follow disposal instructions on the label or as described below. If a 
larger amount is spilled, do not attempt to clean immediately. Follow NPIC’s guidance for cleanup. 

For more information about cleanup and disposal, call the product manufacturer. If the manufacturer’s phone number is 
not on the label, call NPIC: 1-800-858-7378 or Earth 911 (1-800-CLEANUP or www.earth911.com). Check Pennsylvania’s 
Hazardous Household Waste program for information about disposing of unwanted pesticides and containers. 

 

  

For emergencies, call 911 

If you think someone has been 
poisoned, call your local Poison Control 

Center:  
1-800-222-1222 

 
For animal poisoning, call: 

National Animal Poison Control Center 
(ASPCA): 1-888-426-4435 

Pet Poison Hotline: 1-800-213-6680 

https://extension.psu.edu/potential-health-effects-of-pesticides
https://www.npic.orst.edu/factsheets/cleanup.html
http://www.earth911.com/
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dep/residents/recycling-and-disposal/household-hazardous-waste#.Vr4nauZvlZg
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Additional Resources and Fact Sheets 

Penn State Extension: Pest Management Resources and Education 

Penn State Extension: Pest Management for the Public 

Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture: Pesticide Programs 

National Pesticide Information Center (NPIC): Topic Fact Sheets about Pesticides 

US EPA: Citizen's Guide to Pest Control and Pesticide Safety 

US EPA: Pesticide Poison Prevention Checklist   

US EPA: Reduce Your Child's Chances of Pesticide Poisoning 

Cornell Cooperative Extension Pesticide Safety Education Program: Fact Sheets  

 

If you have additional questions or concerns about pesticides, please contact the Division of Environmental Health 

Epidemiology at dehe@pa.gov or 717-787-3350. 

  

https://extension.psu.edu/insects-pests-and-diseases/pest-management-and-education
https://extension.psu.edu/insects-pests-and-diseases/pest-management-and-education/public-homeowners
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/plants-land-water/plant-industry/pesticide-programs
https://www.npic.orst.edu/topicfact.html
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2017-08/documents/citizens_guide_to_pest_control_and_pesticide_safety.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2015-10/documents/roombyroom-checklist.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/safepestcontrol/reduce-your-childs-chances-pesticide-poisoning
https://psep.cce.cornell.edu/fact-sheets/
mailto:dehe@pa.gov
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