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In freshwater aquatic environments a major limiting factor in the growth of algae and 

aquatic plants is the availability of phosphorus.  In fact, algal growth is directly proportional to 
the availability of phosphorus in freshwater.  Elevated phosphorus levels are the root cause of 
algae blooms and also help nuisance plants such as Eurasian Watermilfoil to grow 
uncontrollably.  While fertilizers are a major source of culturally introduced phosphorus in lakes, 
there are other manageable sources of phosphorus to the environment.   

Starting in 1971, state laws across the country have banned or strictly limited the 
percentage of phosphate allowed in laundry detergents.  This is because phosphorus in septic 
systems can move through soil, into the water table and inevitably into streams and lakes.  When 
such legislation was passed however, the percentage of phosphate in dishwashing detergent was 
not included in the ban.  Levels of up to 8.7% by volume are still legal in automatic dishwasher 
detergents.  Considering that one pound of phosphorus can grow 700 pounds of algae, any 
preventable amount that reaches a water body is significant.   

Many people may be unaware of the phosphate content of the dishwashing detergent they 
use, and unknowingly contribute to the growth of nuisance plants and algae in lakes.  Phosphate 
content varies relatively widely among different brands of dish detergents.  Some brands push 
the limit at 8.7% and some are 100% phosphate free.  Phosphate content of automatic dishwasher 
detergents is available on the label, but below is a list of popular brands, and their percent 
phosphate content. 

 
Dishwashing Detergents        Percentage  
(for automatic dishwashers)     Type   Phosphate Content 
 

Bi-O-Kleen       Powder   0 

Citrus Magic      Gel   0 

Ecover       Liquid   0 

Seventh Generation      Liquid or Powder  0 

Shaklee       Powder   0 

Sun & Earth      Tablet   0 

Trader Joes’s Automatic Dishwashing Detergent   Powder or Liquid  0 

Wave       Liquid   0 

Planet       Powder   0 

Palmolive Gel      Gel   1.6% 

Electra-Sol Gel      Gel   3.7% 

Wal-Mart Automatic Dishwashing Detergent    Gel   4.0% 

Pure Power Gel      Gel   4.0% 

Sunlight Liquid      Liquid   4.3% 

Electra-Sol Powder      Powder   4.5% 

Sunlight Powder      Powder   4.5% 

Cascade Liquid      Liquid   5.0% 

Cascade Complete      Liquid   5.0% 

Pure Power Powder      Powder   5.3% 

Hannaford Dishwasher Detergent     Powder   5.3% 

Shaw’s Automatic      Powder   6.0% 

Wal-Mart Automatic Dishwashing Detergent Powder   Powder   6.3% 

Cascade Pure Rinse      Powder   6.4% 



Cascade Action Pac      Tablet   8.0% 

Electra-Sol Tablets      Tablet   8.7% 

Electra-Sol Gel Pac      Gel Pac   8.7% 

 
 Apparent from the list is that consumers have many phosphate free choices to meet their 
automatic dishwashing needs.  Many local grocery stores sell at least one brand that can boast 
100% phosphate free, and a few have a selection of the environmentally friendly detergents.  In 
Brookfield, Shop Rite offered Ecover and Seventh Generation products.  The New Milford Stop 
& Shop offers the same products but adds Wave Liquid to the list.  The Sherman IGA has 
available Seventh Generation as does the Shaw’s in New Fairfield.  In Danbury, Trader Joe’s 
offers both liquid and powdered versions of their phosphate free detergent.  And while both the 
Danbury Stop & Shops and the Super Foodmart had no eco-friendly automatic dishwasher 
detergents, representatives assured me that if customers started requesting such products, they 
would quickly be made available.  Please ask for phosphate free dish detergents at other stores 
not listed here and where not available, encourage them to carry such products.  Although not in 
a town surrounding the lake, the Big Y in Bethel offers the widest variety including Citrus Magic 
and Sun & Earth, among others.  Additionally, Planet powdered phosphate free detergent was 
available online at Amazon.com, and with a quick search many eco-friendly detergents can be 
located and ordered on-line. 
 The two questions that will come up next are, do these phosphate free products work as 
well as other detergents?  And will I be paying more for these ‘green’ products?  To address the 
first question, the function of phosphates in dishwashing detergents is mainly to combine with 
the “hard” water minerals (calcium and magnesium) to prevent spots on dishes and glassware.  
However, phosphate free detergents use alternatives such as sodium carbonate, sodium silicate or 
citrates to get the same results.  The other function of the phosphate is to raise the pH of the 
water, or make it more alkaline, which aids in food-bit removal.  This can also be accomplished 
by a number of non-phosphate alternatives.  Basically, phosphate is not a necessity when it 
comes to getting things clean.  Laundry detergent has done without it since the 70’s and my 
clothes still come out soft and clean. 
 As far as the cost of phosphate free dish detergents, take a look, they compete just fine 
with their phosphate containing competitors.  This is probably one of the rare occasions where 
helping the environment asks little sacrifice by the consumer.  And even if the products are a 
little more expensive, a conscious effort to reduce the dirty dishes you produce and only run full 
loads, should be enough to make up for the slightly higher cost.  It’s a simple, easy way to reduce 
your phosphorus output, and therefore, help keep the lake a little healthier. 
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