
CHEMICALS &  
PAINT 
(HAZARDOUS WASTE) 

DESCRIPTION: Many common cleaning and maintenance products, including paints and printing inks, can 
contain volatile, corrosive, caustic, toxic, ignitable or reactive ingredients. Although often used in small 
quantities, these are a hazardous waste stream and must be stored and disposed of safely to prevent 
damage to the environment as well as to reduce fire and health hazard. 

• Dangerous chemical substances are present throughout daily life: cleaning products, detergents, food 
(residues from pesticides, insecticides, herbicides, chemical fertilizers), drugs, furniture and ink. There 
are more than 140,000 chemicals used in the EU alone. While many are essential to daily living, some 
are hazardous and must be handled with care1. 

• Paints are coating materials made of a mixture of pigments, fillers and solvents: they can be oil-based 
or water-based. Oil-based paints contain solvents and include enamels, varnishes, shellacs, lacquers, 
stains and sealants. Their ingredients, in particular volatile organic compounds (VOCs – see ‘other 
comments’ below), have significant environmental and health impacts. Water-based paints, which 
include ‘latex’ or emulsion and acrylic paints, are typically less harmful but can still be damaging 
to natural environments and to humans (for example if swallowed), and should still be managed as 
hazardous material2. 

GLOBAL PRODUCTION/DISPOSAL: 

• Chemicals: world sales in 2010 were valued at USD 3,850 billion3. 

• Paints: approximately 12 billion litres produced annually. 

COMMON SOURCES: Adhesives (glues) used in maintenance, household cleaners (ammonia, drain cleaner, 
rust remover, tile/shower/floor cleaners and other detergents), automotive lubricants (motor oil, brake fluid, 
radiator coolant) or solvents such as degreaser, garden/agricultural chemicals (pesticides, herbicides, 
fertilizers, insecticides) and swimming pool chemicals; paint products (water-based paint, oil-based 
paint, latex paint, spray paint, caulk, wood preservative, wood stain, epoxy paint). Acids are also present in 
batteries and e-waste (see separate fact sheet). 

IMPACTS IF NOT MANAGED CORRECTLY: 

• Many chemicals can adversely impact the environment, from effects on sensitive species / 
ecosystems, to large scale issues such as eutrophication4 of water bodies and ozone depletion. People 
can be exposed through contaminated drinking water or food (e.g. fish contaminated with mercury), 
breathing polluted air (outdoors and indoors), and through direct skin contact. The most severe 
health related effects range from acute poisoning to long term effects such as cancers, birth defects, 
neurological disorders, and hormone-disruption.

• All paint contains chemicals and old ones may also contain lead, a toxic heavy metal now banned. Lead 
paints must not be mixed with water-based paints. 

• Liquid chemicals can contaminate large quantities of otherwise non-hazardous wastes if allowed to 
mix. Proper segregation, treatment and disposal of hazardous wastes is essential.



OPTIONS FOR REDUCING: Wherever possible, avoid products with the words warning, danger or poison on 
their labels, if less hazardous alternatives are available. Always request the chemical be delivered with the 
material safety data sheet (MSDS).

Switch to products that contain less toxic substances even if apparently more expensive to buy (e.g. water-
based instead of oil-based paints; biodegradable and phosphate-free cleaning products). Use natural 
compositions based on products such as baking soda and white vinegar instead of products containing 
harsher chemicals. Never use a stronger concentration or substance than a task requires: for example, can 
a surface be simply cleaned instead of repainted? 

Never buy more than you need: but buy that quantity in the largest available size, to reduce packaging. 
Choose refillable packaging where available, and give preference to packaging take-back programmes. 

OPTIONS FOR REUSING: Proper storage of partially used paint cans is key to allow leftover paint to be used 
later; keep paint cans covered, firmly closed, in shaded and ventilated areas and label containers. It is also 
possible to collect and mix paint leftovers without further reprocessing (i.e. paint consolidation/blending) 
and reuse it, which reduces the amount of paint that needs to be disposed of. 

Store chemicals separately from food items or medicines, whether for distribution to beneficiaries or for 
usage by staff.

OPTIONS FOR RECYCLING: Not all chemical and paint compounds can be easily recycled, which makes 
it especially important to explore less toxic materials and minimise wastage/quantities for disposal. Any 
recycling must be done by specialized companies (e.g. the manufacturer) that may also provide collection 
services and safe disposal where recycling is not possible. Recycling potential depends on the specific 
substance and its properties – e.g. ink cartridges may be returned to manufacturer and recycled into 
new cartridges. To facilitate reprocessing, different substances should never be mixed (e.g. two types of 
fertilizers, or domestic cleaning products) as this could cause dangerous chemical reactions. 

Tip:  When purchasing include recycling clauses in the contract, where possible in your country. Always 
request the chemical be delivered with the MSDS.

OTHER OPTIONS (LAST RESORT): 

• Petroleum-based products such as oil-based paints may be able to be blended and used as a fuel or an 
ingredient of a fuel. This is considered a last resort option as the process of burning fossil fuel emits 
greenhouse gases or even dioxins. Moreover, it requires the waste to be brought to a specialised facility 
for processing, which may not be available locally. 

• Never tip paint waste or chemicals down a sink or into a drain as they can adversely affect the 
operation of your septic tank/municipal sewer, or may end up polluting local waterways or drinking 
water supplies. Let paint dry completely or mix the paint residue with absorbent material such as cat 
box filler, shredded wood residues or sawdust and dispose of the dried material in your regular trash. 

• There are a number of alternatives for chemicals disposal when reuse or recycling are not possible. 
The first option is to return the chemicals to the manufacturer, alternatively they can be incinerated at 
high temperature in appropriate facilities (with proper pollution control equipment) or placed in sealed 
containers and brought to engineered/sanitary landfills. 

• Open dumping and/or burning at low temperature must be absolutely avoided. 

OTHER COMMENTS: Given that they are hazardous substances, always obtain a copy of the product’s 
material data safety sheet and store it near the product itself. Always use personal protective equipment 
(PPE – especially eye protection, gloves and safety footwear) when handling products if their MSDS 
indicates contact/inhalation/ingestion with substances, vapours, smoke etc. could be harmful. Ensure a 
spill kit is available on sites where these substances are used. 



FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE VISIT WWW.GREENINGTHEBLUE.ORG/WASTE-MANAGEMENT
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2 IWMB, 1999, Latex Paint— Hazards and Solutions for Disposal. 
3 CEFIC, 2017, website: CEFIC 2017: http://www.cefic.org/Facts-and-Figures/Chemicals-Industry-Profile/.
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plant life to produce an undesirable disturbance to the balance of organisms present in the water and to the quality of the 
water concerned (OSPAR, 2008).

Hazardous chemicals must be transported in sealed 
containers and in accordance with local and international 
guidelines and regulations on the transport of dangerous 
goods (e.g. UNECE guidelines, IATA regulations). These may 
require specific labelling, allowed quantities, documentation, 
licences and permits. 

Chemicals designated as hazardous may be subject to 
legal restrictions (e.g. limits on export to other countries 
for treatment, as outlined in Annexe A of the UN Waste 
Management Manual) and may be subject to local regulations. 

Special attention should be given to Volatile Organic 
Compounds (VOCs) that are present in oil-based paints and 
thinners. VOCs are organic chemicals that when released into 
the environment contribute to the creation of smog and cause 
respiratory diseases. A high solvent content in paint means a 
high VOC content. 

DID YOU KNOW?
The Green Seal Standard GS-43 

is a certification that ensures 
reduced toxicity and recycled 

post-consumer content of 
water-based paints. Look for 
this seal when buying paints 

for higher indoor air quality and 
lower environmental risks.
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