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UNDERSTANDING HAZARDOUS WASTE

In aviation maintenance, safety is the top priority. Every aspect of aircraft maintenance, 
repair and operation requires meticulous attention to detail to prevent accidents and uphold 
the highest safety standards. Managing hazardous waste in this environment presents 
unique challenges, necessitating a deep understanding of naval doctrine, Title 40 of the Code 
of Federal Regulations (CFR) promulgated by the Environmental Protection Agency, and 
Title 29 CFR 1910 promulgated by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration. The 
following information delves into hazardous waste in aviation maintenance, exploring its 
definition, types, regulations and best practices for effective management.

Discussing Hazardous Waste
Hazardous waste in aviation maintenance includes various substances used in aircraft 
maintenance procedures that pose significant risks if mishandled or improperly disposed. 
These substances include:

1. Corrosive Materials: Chemicals such as acids and alkaline solutions used in cleaning,
degreasing or etching aircraft components.

2. Flammable Liquids: Highly combustible fuels, solvents and hydraulic fluids that pose
fire risks.

3. Toxic Chemicals: Substances containing heavy metals, pesticides or other toxic
compounds harmful upon exposure.

4. Radioactive Materials: Some aircraft components, like gauges or sensors, may contain
radioactive elements that require careful handling and disposal.

Proper identification and hazardous waste categorization are crucial for implementing 
appropriate handling and disposal procedures, minimizing risks to personnel, the environment 
and public health.

Regulatory Framework
1. Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA): The OSHA Hazard 

Communication Standard (HCS) under 29 CFR 1910.1200 requires employers to inform and 
train employees on hazardous chemicals used in the workplace. Employers must maintain 
Safety Data Sheets for each hazardous chemical and ensure readily available access to this 
information for every employee.

2. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA): The EPA regulates hazardous waste 
management through the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA). This act provides 
a framework for properly handling, storing, transporting and disposing hazardous waste to 
minimize health and environmental risks. Aviation maintenance facilities generating hazardous 
waste must comply with all RCRA requirements for waste identification, manifesting and 
disposal.

3. 29 CFR 1910: This section of OSHA’s general industry standards includes guidance on 
hazardous waste operations and emergency response (29 CFR 1910.120). It outlines employer 
requirements for hazardous waste cleanup, including training, personal protective equipment 
and emergency response protocols and directs the user to the appropriate 40 CFR and other 
29 CFR parts.



Container bearing a hazardous waste barrel label. (U.S. Navy photo by Gunnery Sgt. Alex Thomason)

The Costs of Noncompliance
Failing to comply with established laws and regulations not only jeopardizes worker safety but 
also exposes organizations to potential legal liabilities and financial penalties, some of which 
may compound daily. Under the RCRA, Subtitle C Section 3008(d) outlines criminal penalties 
for any knowing violation of permit conditions or applicable regulations, subjecting violators to 
fines up to $50,000 per day and/or imprisonment for up to two years. Penalties may double for 
a second conviction. Additionally, section 3008(e) states that knowingly endangering another 
person can lead to fines up to $250,000 and/or up to 15 years imprisonment.

Best Practices
Effective hazardous waste management in aviation maintenance involves a proactive approach 
and adherence to best practices:

1. Inventory Management: Maintain an up-to-date inventory of all hazardous materials and 
waste that tracks quantities, storage locations and expiration dates to prevent the accumulation 
of expired or unusable materials.

2. Segregation and Labeling: Keep different types of hazardous waste separate to prevent 
chemical reactions and contamination. Clearly label containers with hazard symbols, chemical 
names and safety information to ensure safe handling and disposal.
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Cover: Improperly maintained hazardous waste site (U.S. Navy photo by Gunnery Sgt. Alex Thomason)

3. Training and Awareness: Conduct comprehensive training for employees on the hazards
associated with various chemicals and the correct procedures for handling, storing and 
disposing of hazardous waste. Regular safety meetings and refresher courses reinforce these 
practices and promote a safety culture within the organization.

4. Spill Response Preparedness: Develop and implement spill response plans to address
accidents or leaks involving hazardous materials. Ensure spill kits are readily available, 
evacuation procedures are established and personnel are trained to respond effectively to 
emergencies.

5. Environmental Compliance: Stay informed about evolving regulations and ensure
compliance with all applicable environmental laws governing hazardous waste management. 
Partnering with reputable waste disposal companies can help ensure waste is disposed of 
legally and responsibly.

In conclusion, effective hazardous waste management is crucial in aviation maintenance, 
demanding strict adherence to regulatory requirements and a commitment to safety. By 
understanding hazardous waste, complying with OSHA and EPA regulations and implementing 
best practices, aviation maintenance organizations can mitigate risks, protect personnel and  
the environment, and maintain the highest standards of safety and compliance. Investing 
in proper training, equipment and infrastructure for hazardous waste management not only 
safeguards employee well-being but also enhances the overall success and sustainability of  
the aviation industry.
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