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Managing Waste Aerosol Cans Containing Pharmaceuticals 
 

 
PURPOSE. 
 
This paper provides waste management information on waste aerosol cans containing 
pharmaceuticals. The information is based on Federal criteria; state, foreign nation, and military 
regulations may be more stringent.  
 
BACKGROUND. 
 
Some pharmaceutical products such as inhalers and antiseptics are dispensed in the form of a 
spray or mist in aerosol cans. Aerosol cans containing hazardous waste (HW) pharmaceuticals 
or HW propellants must be managed to meet regulatory requirements. Managing waste 
pharmaceuticals is a complicated subject.  
 
This information paper is an attempt to succinctly describe the management options of waste 
aerosol cans that contain(ed) pharmaceuticals without specifying detailed regulatory 
requirements. Instead, several documents are referenced if the reader requires more 
information (see References section).   
 
HAZARDOUS WASTE PHARMACEUTICALS. 
 
Title 40 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) Part 261, also known as the Resource 
Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) Subtitle C, specifies the criteria for what is an HW. 
Generators of HW pharmaceuticals have the option of managing them as an HW meeting the 
requirements of 40 CFR Part 261 or under 40 CFR Part 266, Subpart P. For detailed 
information see the Defense Centers for Public Health–Aberdeen’s (DCPH-A) Hazardous Waste 
Identification and New Management Standards for Hazardous Waste Pharmaceuticals technical 
information papers.  
 
AEROSOL CANS. 
 
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) defines an aerosol can as a non-refillable 
receptacle containing a gas compressed, liquefied, or dissolved under pressure, the sole 
purpose of which is to expel a liquid, paste, or powder and fitted with a self-closing release 
device allowing the contents to be ejected by the gas. Aerosol cans frequently contain 
flammable propellants such as propane or butane which can cause the aerosol can to 
demonstrate the hazardous characteristic for ignitability and may also be a HW for other 
reasons when discarded.  
 
UNIVERSAL WASTE. 
 
The EPA’s universal waste (UW) regulations streamline HW management standards for 
federally designated "universal wastes," which include batteries, pesticides, mercury-containing 
equipment, lamps, and aerosol cans. Not every state has adopted the aerosol cans as a UW. 
For more information, see DCPH-A’s Universal Waste Management fact sheet. 
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MANAGING WASTE AEROSOL CANS CONTAINING PHARMACEUTICALS. 
 
Waste aerosol cans, not eligible for the pharmaceutical reverse distribution program, containing 
an HW pharmaceutical or HW propellant must be managed under 40 CFR Part 261 as an HW 
or under 40 CFR Part 273 as a UW. Military medical treatment facilities (MTFs) may also 
manage these aerosol cans under 40 CFR Part 266 Subpart P (EPA HW Pharmaceuticals 
Rule), provided they meet all requirements of this subpart. 
 
Empty aerosol cans, that is, they no longer hold any medication or propellant, that previously 
held an EPA acute HW pharmaceutical must be managed as an HW or a UW.   
 
Empty aerosol cans, that is, they no longer hold any medication or propellant, that did not hold 
an EPA acute HW pharmaceutical may be discarded as solid waste.  
 
In all cases, MTFs should seek clarification from their supporting installation environmental 
office for any additional state and installation requirements. See Table 1 for waste management 
options.  
 
 
Table 1. Aerosol Cans Waste Management Options 

Waste Aerosol 
Can 

HW 
Pharmaceutical 

(40 CFR 266) 
Regular HW 
(40 CFR 261) 

UW Aerosol 
Can 

(40 CFR 273.6) 
Solid Waste  
(40 CFR 258) 

Empty, did not hold 
EPA acute HW    X 

Empty, held EPA 
acute HW  X X  

Containing only 
HW medication X X X  

Containing only 
HW propellant X X X  

Containing HW 
medication and HW 
propellant 

X X X  

Containing non-HW 
drug and non-HW 
propellant 

   X 

Legend:  CFR=Code of Federal Regulations; HW=Hazardous Waste; UW=Universal Waste 
 
 
ASSISTANCE. 
 
The facility environmental manager and the installation environmental office can assist with 
determining proper waste management and disposal procedures. Personnel may also contact 
the DCPH-A Environmental Health Sciences Division at 410-417-1337 or dha.apg.pub-health-
a.mbx.midi@health.mil for additional assistance.  
 
 

mailto:dha.apg.pub-health-a.mbx.midi@health.mil
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