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Is there Hazardous Waste in your home?

Chuck Ullery, Extension water and natural resources specialist,
Ruth Howard, Big Sioux Aquifer Demonstration Project,

SDSU Agricultural Engineering Department

The words “Hazardous Waste” conger up images of nuclear
power plants with mushroom clouds overhead or hospital
garbage cans overflowing with syringes, bloody bandages, and
chemical vials of unknown origin.

However, in every American home there are items that fall
under the Hazardous Waste category and their disposal requires
special handling to prevent them from polluting our water sup-
ply and other natural resources.

Many household products contain chemicals that, when discard-
ed, contribute to contamination. It has been estimated that in an
average city of 100,000 residents, 3.75 tons of toilet bowl clean-
er, 13.75 tons of liquid household cleaners, and 3.44 tons of
motor oil are discarded into city drains each month. In areas
where there is no sanitary sewer system, those chemicals are dis-
carded into septic tanks or dumped in the back yard.

While disposal of these products poses a threat to the environ-
ment, most people who incorrectly dispose of them are not
aware that many common household products may contain haz-
ardous chemicals.

Household hazardous products can usually be found in one of
four categories: 

Toxic—may cause injury or death upon ingestion, inhalation,
or skin absorption. This category includes oven cleaners, toi-
let bowl cleaners, ammonia-based cleaners, drain cleaners,
disinfectants, bleaches, some rug and upholstery cleaners, fur-
niture polish, and mothballs. Common automotive products
including anti-freeze, transmission and brake fluids, motor
oil, and battery acids also fall into this category. Paints, var-
nish, wood preservatives, paint thinners, and paint removers
are included. Common garden pesticides and herbicides, ant
and roach sprays, and rat poisons are toxic.

Flammable—can be ignited under almost all temperature
conditions. This category includes paints, stains, varnishes,
wood preservers, paint thinners, furniture polish, and some
automotive products including brake or transmission fluid
and gasoline and diesel fuel.

Corrosive—a chemical or its vapors that can cause deteriora-
tion or irreversible alteration in body tissues at the site of
contact and deteriorate or wear away the surface of a materi-
al. Corrosive household products include acids like battery
acid, oven cleaners, toilet bowl cleaners, disinfectants, rug
and upholstery cleaners, and household bleach.

Irritants—cause soreness or inflammation of the skin, eyes,
mucous membranes, or respiratory system. Irritants include
household ammonia-based cleaners, abrasive cleaners or
powders, and toilet bowl cleaners.

Products that contain hazardous chemicals should be used and
stored carefully. When using the products be sure to carefully
read and follow label directions. Use the product only in the
manner directed by the manufacturer and in the recommended
strength. Don't mix chemical substances unless recommended or
approved by the manufacturer. Always keep areas of use well
ventilated. Prevent splashing chemicals on other surfaces. Buy
only as much as you can use to avoid storing these products. Or
buy less toxic alternate products whenever possible.

If you must store hazardous chemicals, do it carefully. Be sure
the lids are tight. Store in the original containers with labels
firmly in place. If the original container is leaking or is dam-
aged, place the original container in a larger container and label
it appropriately.

When you want to dispose of hazardous products call your local
sanitary landfill for recommendations. Take advantage of com-
munity wide collection programs to get rid of unwanted and
unnecessary hazardous materials.
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