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FACT SHEET FOR CONTAMINATED RAGS AND WIPERS

This fact sheet is provided by the New Mexico Environment Department’s (NMED) Hazardous Waste Bureau (HWB) to give regulatory guidance to those businesses that generate rags and wipers that may be contaminated with solvents, oils and other materials.

In order to make an official regulatory decision concerning the status of rags and wipers contaminated with possible hazardous constituents, HWB sent a letter to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Region 6, outlining HWB’s position and concerns. Upon receipt of this letter, and after subsequent conversations between HWB and EPA staffs, EPA responded with a letter dated August 30, 1993. In this letter, EPA concurs with HWB’s position on how contaminated rags should be regulated.

Specifically, HWB will regulate contaminated wipers as per the New Mexico Hazardous Waste Management Regulations (20 NMAC 4.1), which adopt by reference, with a few exceptions, 40 CFR Parts 260-270, in the following manner:

1.
If a spent rag or wiper contains a listed hazardous waste or exhibits a hazardous waste characteristic (ignitable, corrosive, reactive, or toxic), then the wiper will be regulated as a hazardous waste. HWB has not made in the past, and does not make at the present time, a distinction as to when a wiper becomes hazardous waste. Once the wiper is no longer being used, it must be handled as a hazardous waste if it meets the definition of hazardous waste. Therefore, unless the generator is a Conditionally Exempt Small Quantity Generator (CESQG) (generating less than 220 pounds of hazardous waste per month), wipers meeting the definition of hazardous waste would have to be manifested to a facility having an EPA identification number.
CESQG facilities are only required to dispose of the hazardous waste correctly. This means that wipers and rags that do not have free flowing liquids can go to the local landfill if the landfill will accept them. Contact the Solid Waste Bureau at 505-827-2775 or the local landfill for this determination.

2.
Laundering of wipers is considered a form of reclamation since the spent material, i.e. the wiper containing the contaminants, has been used and as a result of contamination can no longer serve as a cleaning agent without first being laundered to remove the contaminants. Therefore, wipers that are stored on-site prior to shipment off-site or reclaiming on-site must be stored in compliance with 20 NMAC 4.1. This regulation requires that the wipers be stored in a closed container. The Occupational Safety and Health regulations require this container to be metal due to the possibility that spontaneous combustion might occur.

If the facility is a Small Quantity Generator (SQG) (generating between 220 pounds and 2,200 pounds of hazardous waste per month) or a Large Quantity Generator (LQG) (generating over 2,200 pounds of hazardous waste per month) the requirements regarding storage are much more complex with such conditions as an emergency communication device, container labeling, weekly inspection of storage area, portable fire extinguishers, and training for personnel, as well as much more.

3.
In the case of contaminated wipers being shipped to a laundry for cleaning and reuse, other regulations such as the Clean Water Act, may apply to the wash water. Many municipalities have their own regulations regarding what can go down the drain, contact the local wastewater treatment officials. The hazardous waste regulations apply to the wipers only until they are actually placed into the laundry process. An off-site laundry accepting regulated wipers would have to obtain a hazardous waste storage permit unless it washes the wipers within 24 hours.

In a letter dated January 23, 1991, to Lance R. Miller, Division of Hazardous Waste Management, New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection, from Sylvia K. Lowrance, Director, Office of Solid Waste, EPA stated that “... the Regions and authorized States remain in the best position to determine the hazardous waste regulations’ applicability in specific cases.” HWB will enforce the hazardous waste regulations, as it deems necessary to protect human health and the environment in New Mexico.

The Hazardous Waste Bureau wishes to assist the regulated community in complying with all applicable regulations. Please contact the Technical Assistance and Compliance Section of the HWB for further assistance and information. The contact telephone number is 1-505-428-2500 or toll free at

1-866-428-6535. This assistance will provide information to the business owner, free of fines and penalties and with a six-month amnesty from the enforcement section, free of charge.

Pollution Prevention Tips:

    Use as little solvent as necessary to get the job done.

    Reuse the wipers as much as possible to reduce the number of wipers that are contaminated.

    Change to a non-hazardous or less hazardous solvent to reduce the number of requirements.

    Wring or drain rags and wipers into waste solvent or waste oil tank to reduce contaminants.

    Use drip pans to catch spills and eliminate the need to use rags or wipers.

    Do not air dry contaminated rags or wipers.

    Do not launder or pre-wash the rags or wipers at your facility, residence or local Laundromat.







