
TCE REPLACEMENT IN METAL
FINISHING

OVERVIEW

METAL FINISHING APPLICATION

The Cook County Businesses Reducing Impact on the Environment (BRITE) Program offers free pollution prevention

assessments and grant funding to small businesses within Suburban Cook County that are within four business types: dry

cleaning, auto body and repair, metal finishing and fabricating, and food and beverage manufacturing. The BRITE Program

partnered with the EnergySense Resilience Center at the University of Illinois (EnergySense) to develop and deploy this

pollution-focused green business program. This case study focused on metal finishers and a TCE replacement uncovered through

technical assistance.

In metal finishing, trichloroethylene (TCE) is a solvent used for cleaning

the surface of metal parts at the beginning of the overall finishing process.

The heated TCE within a vapor degreaser condenses on the surface of the

cold metal parts and this liquid removes surface contaminants, such as

oils, solids, and greases. The metal parts may then proceed along the

metal finishing process. Any collected solvent that dripped off the parts

can be reused within the degreaser until it needs to be replenished due to

evaporation.

BRITE PROGRAM

Created and administered by Cook

County Department of Environment

and Sustainability (Illinois).

Free pollution prevention

assessments identify projects in the

following categories: toxics, energy,

waste, water, and community.
Approved grantees are eligible for up
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financial conditions.

ENERGYSENSE

Applied research unit at University

of Illinois System

Offers education and engagement on

sustainable measures for businesses

Runs green business certification

program for all Illinois businesses.

ISSUES WITH TCE

According to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), as of

December 2024, TCE is now regulated under the Toxic Substances

Control Act. The EPA cited risks to human health as the reason, with

negative health impacts including multiple types of cancers, fetal health

defects, and negative effects on the immune system, central nervous

system, and reproductive organs.
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The BRITE Program assessed a metal finisher in December 2023 and

identified replacing TCE as the solvent used in the vapor degreaser as a

potential pollution prevention project. After contacting several vendors,

BRITE staff identified 1,2-trans-dichloroethylene (trans) - based solvents

as less harmful to human health. In addition, these solvents are not classed

as hazardous air pollutants under the Clean Air Act, which means they are

less harmful to the environment. This is a “drop-in” replacement that does

not require any changes to equipment by the business.
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