
HEALTHCARE  
GUIDE TO 
MANAGING 
MEDICAL WASTE
About This Guide
MedPro Disposal is nation’s fastest growing medical waste disposal provider with more than 
25,000 healthcare practices relying on their biohazard disposal services. As industry experts, we 
have put together a useful guide on everything you should know about biohazard waste dispos-
al. From identifying what biohazard waste is to the management, collection, and treatment of it. 
MedPro Disposal provides all the important facts and answers to your questions.

Medical waste, often commonly referred to as biohazard waste, is waste contaminated with blood 
or other infectious materials, which pose a risk of spreading disease in humans, animals and the 
environment. 

Identifying Biohazard Waste
Biohazard waste is short for biohazardous waste and is also known as biomedical waste, or just 
simply medical waste. Biohazard waste is any biological waste that is potentially infectious. The 
Hazard Awareness and Management Manual (HAMM) of Environment Health & Safety (EHS) out-
lines the types of biohazard waste as follows: 

• human blood and its components, in liquid or semi-liquid form, dried or not
• KXPDQ�ERGLO\�ȵXLGV��LQFOXGLQJ�FHUHEUDO�VSLQDO�ȵXLG��V\QRYLDO�ȵXLG��SOHXUDO�ȵXLG��SHULFDUGLDO�

ȵXLG��SHULWRQHDO�ȵXLG��DPQLRWLF�ȵXLG��DQG�VDOLYD���LQ�OLTXLG�RU�VHPL�OLTXLG�IRUP��GULHG�RU�QRW
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• human pathological waste: all human tissues, organs, and body parts
• animal waste: all animal carcasses and body parts
• microbiological waste: laboratory waste containing infectious agents (including discarded 

specimen cultures, stocks of etiologic agents, discarded live and attenuated viruses, wastes 
from the production of biologicals and serums, disposable culture dishes, and devices used 
to transfer, inoculate and mix cultures)

• sharps waste: sharp medical utensils such as scalpels, needles, glass slides, lancets, glass 
pipettes, broken glass that have been contaminated with potentially infectious material

Further to this list, any medical supplies or other equipment (such as gloves, towels, used ban-
dages and dressings, tubes) that have come into contact with the above mentioned materials and 
consequently exhibit more than trace elements of these biological materials in them are them-
VHOYHV�DOVR�FODVVLȴHG�DV�ELRKD]DUG�ZDVWH�

According to the World Health Organization, of all waste generated by healthcare activities, 85% is 
general, non-hazardous waste but the remaining 15% is hazardous and may be infectious, toxic, 
or radioactive.  Biomedical waste may be generated by:

• KHDOWKFDUH�IDFLOLWLHV��KRVSLWDOV��FOLQLFV��QXUVLQJ�KRPHV��SK\VLFLDQ�RɝFHV��GHQWLVW�RɝFHV��
home health care facilities)

• medical research laboratories / centers (including animal research & testing laboratories 
and schools & universities)

• mortuaries and funeral homes
• blood banks and collection services
• jails and prisons
• casinos
• YHWHULQDULDQ�RɝFHV��DQLPDO�VKHOWHUV��DQG�DQLPDO�KRVSLWDOV
• Biohazard waste can also be present at the scene of a violent crime, industrial accident, 

trauma, or suicide. [i] [ii]

Biohazard Waste Disposal Management
The lifecycle of the management of biohazard waste is as follows: generation, accumulation, han-
dling, storage, treatment, transport, and disposal. [iii]  In the United States, biohazard waste man-
agement is regulated by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration (OSHA), via Title 40 and Title 29, Subpart H – Hazardous Materials of 
the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR), respectively. Additionally, the Center for Disease Control 
(CDC) also provides guidelines for the management of biohazard waste.  Finally, each state, uni-
versity, center, company, facility, or organization has its own standards and practices.Non-hazard-
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ous material or general healthcare waste should be separated from the biohazard waste and can 
be discarded with the rest of the non-hazardous material.

• If non-hazardous waste is mixed with hazardous waste, then the entire mixture should 
be considered hazardous and dealt with accordingly.

• Sharps must be placed in puncture-proof, tamper-proof container. Typically, the container is 
made of metal or a high-density plastic but dense cardboard with plastic lining can also work.  
6KDUSV�FRQWDLQHUV�PXVW�QRW�EH�RYHUȴOOHG�VR�WKH�JHQHUDO�UXOH�LV�WKDW�RQFH�WKHVH�FRQWDLQHUV�DUH�
three quarters (3/4) full, they should be removed.

• Infectious waste is placed in leak-proof plastic bags / containers that are suit-
able for the type of material and that bear the international infectious sub-
stance symbol as seen on the right: 

• Low-level radioactive infectious waste (swabs, syringes, etc.) can be included 
with the rest of the infectious waste provided this is meant for incineration during the biohaz-
ard waste disposal phase.

• If chemical or pharmaceutical waste is small in quantity, it can be collected along with the in-
fectious waste.

• Highly infectious waste has to be sterilized at high temperatures and under high pressure, a 
process known as autoclaving, and must be placed in strong containers that can support this 
process.

• Large quantities of obsolete or expired pharmaceuticals can be returned to pharmacies for 
disposal. If the pills or drugs have spilled, leaked, or have been contaminated, they should be 
put into containers separate from other biohazard waste and labelled accordingly.

• Large quantities of chemical waste must be collected in a container that resists reaction with 
the type of chemical it hosts, labelled accordingly, never mixed with other chemicals, and sent 
to specialized treatment facilities (if available).

• A high content of heavy metals (like cadmium and mercury) have to be stored separate-
ly.

• $HURVRO�FDQV�PD\�EH�FODVVLȴHG�DV�QRQ�KD]DUGRXV�LI�WKH\�DUH�HPSW\�DQG�SURYLGHG�WKH�
general healthcare waste is not being sent for incineration.

• &\WRWR[LF�ZDVWH��WKDW�ZKLFK�KDV�D�WR[LF�HHFW�RQ�OLYLQJ�FHOOV��PXVW�EH�JDWKHUHG�LQ�VWURQJ��OHDN�
proof containers that are clearly labelled as cytotoxic waste. These must also 
be stored completely separately from other types of biohazard waste.

• Highly radioactive waste must be sealed in a lead box that is labelled and bears 
the international ionizing radiation symbol seen here:

If the waste is in decay, the type of radionuclide, the date of packaging, and required storage con-
ditions must be included in the labelling.All containers’ labels should include a clear description 
of the waste contained therein along with the appropriate internationally recognized symbols, 
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the quantity of the waste (weight or volume), the name of the facility or organization that gen-
erated the waste, and the date of the container’s production; and the labels should comply with 
all regulations of their local districts and all other applicable regulations.  Also, as a general rule, 
ZDVWH�EDJV�VKRXOG�RQO\�EH�WKUHH�TXDUWHUV�������ȴOOHG���7KH\�VKRXOG�EH�VHDOHG�WLJKWO\��DQG�QHYHU�E\�
VWDSOLQJ��VXLWDEOH�IRU�WUDQVSRUW�WR�ZKHUHYHU�WKHLU�ȴQDO�GHVWLQDWLRQ��FRQVLGHULQJ�DOO�HQYLURQPHQWDO�
aggressors and normal conditions of handling & transport and some contingencies.  And if the 
biomedical waste needs to be transferred within the facility of the waste producer, the vehicles of 
transport (wheeled trolleys, carts, etc.) need to be cleaned and disinfected before use, be easy to 
load / unload, and have no sharp edges that could damage the containers or bags that carry the 
biomedical waste.

All biohazard waste containers should be stored in an area / room / building separate from 
non-hazardous materials, appropriate for their contents, their quantities, and the frequency of 
their collection.  Unless the waste is stored in a refrigerated room, for a temperate climate, it 
should not be stored for more than 72 hours in the winter and 48 hours in the summer, and for a 
warm climate, no more than 48 hours in the cool months and 24 hours in the hot months.  Addi-
tionally, the storage facility should adhere to the following recommendations:
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• 7KH�VWRUDJH�DUHD�ȵRRU�VKRXOG�EH�LPSHUPHDEOH��KDYH�D�JRRG�GUDLQDJH�V\VWHP��DQG�EH�HDV\�
to clean and disinfect.

• A water supply, cleaning equipment, protective clothing, waste bags and containers should 
be available and easily accessible.

• ΖW�VKRXOG�RHU�HDV\�DFFHVV�WR�VWD�DQG�ZDVWH�FROOHFWLRQ�YHKLFOHV�
• It should be well-guarded to prevent unauthorized access.
• Animals, insects, and birds should not be able to get in.
• ΖW�VKRXOG�RHU�SURWHFWLRQ�IURP�WKH�6XQ�
• It should host good lighting and some ventilation.
• And it should not be located near food stores or food preparation areas.

Collection and Transportion of Biohazard Waste
Biohazard waste should never be allowed to accumulate by the producer of the waste without a 
well-established plan for routine collection.  Waste should be collected as frequently as possible.  
1R�FRQWDLQHUV�VKRXOG�EH�SLFNHG�XS�XQOHVV�WKH\�DUH�SURSHUO\�DQG�FRPSOHWHO\�ODEHOOHG���7KH�VWD�RI�
the facility / organization that generated the biohazard waste should promptly replace containers 
VR�WKHLU�RZQ�VWD�DOZD\V�IROORZ�VDIH�SUDFWLFHV�ZKHQ�GXPSLQJ�WKH�ZDVWH���$QG�LQ�DGGLWLRQ�WR�SURS-
er labelling, all arrangements and preparation for safe and steady transport should be made well 
in advance – dispatch documents, shortest route, fewest handling changes, reliable carrier, and 
incase of exportation / importation, all required legal documents, international standards, and 
local regulations.

The carrier transporting the biohazard waste should be registered with the waste regulation au-
thority, and the biohazard waste disposal company should also hold a permit for their work.  The 
waste should be accompanied by a consignment note from the point of generation to the place of 
disposal.

Biohazard waste transport vehicles should be closed and locked.  They should be designed to 
minimize the damage to the container holding the bags / containers of biomedical waste.  Emp-
ty bags and containers suitable for waste being transported, suitable protective 
FORWKLQJ�IRU�VWD��FOHDQLQJ�HTXLSPHQW��DQG�VSHFLDO�NLWV�IRU�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�VSLOOV���
leaks should be available in the vehicle compartments.  The carrier organization’s 
name should be clearly visible on the transport vehicles.  The international symbol 
for biohazardous material and / or radioactive material should be displayed on 
the vehicle along with an emergency telephone number.  And if the transportation of the biomed-
ical waste exceeds recommended storage duration limits, a refrigerated container must be used. 
[iv]
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Treatment and Disposal of Biohazard Waste
Treatment of biomedical waste is used to reduce or eliminate its hazard to people and the envi-
ronment.  The treatment is performed by biohazard waste disposal companies registered with 
the regulating authorities of the locale so this is why this process usually doesn’t take place until 
the very end of the biohazard waste management process.  If the treatment and or disposal is 
QRW�FRQGXFWHG�SURIHVVLRQDOO\��HɝFLHQWO\��DQG�XVLQJ�PRGHUQ�WHFKQRORJ\��LW�FDQ�KDYH�KLJKO\�DGYHUVH�
HHFWV�RQ�WKH�HQYLURQPHQW��FDXVLQJ�PRUH�KDUP�WKDQ�JRRG���8SRQ�WUHDWPHQW��ZDVWH�FDQ�EH�WUDQV-
SRUWHG�WR�D�ODQGȴOO���7UHDWPHQW�LV�SURYLGHG�WR�IDFLOLWDWH�ELRKD]DUG�ZDVWH�GLVSRVDO�

A common method of treatment is called incineration.  Incineration is the application of high 
temperatures to biohazard waste to kill all organic substances (bacteria, viruses, and other patho-
gens) contained in the waste.  Typically, the waste is converted into ash and gas that often needs 
to be further cleansed before it can be released into the environment.  Upon the completion of 
the process, the biomedical waste is no longer hazardous.  This type of treatment is usually con-
ducted in an incineration plant that may even generate electric power from the heat of the incin-
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eration.

“Incineration of waste has been widely practiced, but inadequate incineration or the incineration 
of unsuitable materials results in the release of pollutants into the air and of ash residue.  Inciner-
ated materials containing chlorine can generate dioxins and furans, which are humancarcinogens 
DQG�KDYH�EHHQ�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�D�UDQJH�RI�DGYHUVH�KHDOWK�HHFWV���ΖQFLQHUDWLRQ�RI�KHDY\�PHWDOV�
or materials with high metal content (in particular lead, mercury and cadmium) can lead to the 
spread of toxic metals in the environment.  Only modern incinerators operating at 850-1100 °C 
DQG�ȴWWHG�ZLWK�VSHFLDO�JDV�FOHDQLQJ�HTXLSPHQW�DUH�DEOH�WR�FRPSO\�ZLWK�WKH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�HPLVVLRQ�
standards for dioxins and furans.” [ii]

Another treatment method that can facilitate the biohazard waste disposal process is autoclav-
ing.  An autoclave is a strong, highly-pressurized, steam-heated chamber used to sterilize biomed-
ical waste.  Autoclaves are also routinely used to sterilize medical supplies.  Items such as plastics 
can be sterilized by autoclaving and completely melted down to ensure they are virtually patho-

gen-free; they can then 
be used to make new 
products.

Yet another method 
for disinfecting biohaz-
ard waste is the use 
of bleach.  Bleaching 
refers to a process by 
which certain types of 
chemicals (often some 
compound including 
chlorine) initiate a 
chemical reaction with 
the chemicals of the 
biomedical waste that 
makes them gain or 
lose electrons, resulting 
in a chemical change 
in the waste, making it 
non-hazardous.

$QG�ȴQDOO\��DONDOLQH�
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hydrolysis (biocremation and / or resomation) is a funeral home service provided as an alterna-
tive to burial or cremation, reducing carbon dioxide and pollutant emissions from the traditional 
processes.
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