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NCCLS... 
Serving the World’s Medical Science Community Through Voluntary Consensus 
 
NCCLS is an international, interdisciplinary, nonprofit, 
standards-developing, and educational organization that 
promotes the development and use of voluntary 
consensus standards and guidelines within the healthcare 
community. It is recognized worldwide for the 
application of its unique consensus process in the 
development of standards and guidelines for patient 
testing and related healthcare issues. NCCLS is based on 
the principle that consensus is an effective and cost-
effective way to improve patient testing and healthcare 
services. 

In addition to developing and promoting the use of 
voluntary consensus standards and guidelines, NCCLS 
provides an open and unbiased forum to address critical 
issues affecting the quality of patient testing and health 
care. 

PUBLICATIONS 

An NCCLS document is published as a standard, 
guideline, or committee report. 

Standard A document developed through the consensus 
process that clearly identifies specific, essential 
requirements for materials, methods, or practices for use 
in an unmodified form. A standard may, in addition, 
contain discretionary elements, which are clearly 
identified. 

Guideline A document developed through the consensus 
process describing criteria for a general operating 
practice, procedure, or material for voluntary use. A 
guideline may be used as written or modified by the user 
to fit specific needs. 

Report A document that has not been subjected to 
consensus review and is released by the Board of 
Directors. 

CONSENSUS PROCESS 

The NCCLS voluntary consensus process is a protocol 
establishing formal criteria for: 

• the authorization of a project 

• the development and open review of documents 

• the revision of documents in response to comments 
by users 

• the acceptance of a document as a consensus 
standard or guideline. 

Most NCCLS documents are subject to two levels of 
consensus—“proposed” and “approved.” Depending on  

 

the need for field evaluation or data collection, documents 
may also be made available for review at an intermediate 
(i.e., “tentative”) consensus level. 

Proposed An NCCLS consensus document undergoes the 
first stage of review by the healthcare community as a 
proposed standard or guideline. The document should receive 
a wide and thorough technical review, including an overall 
review of its scope, approach, and utility, and a line-by-line 
review of its technical and editorial content. 

Tentative A tentative standard or guideline is made available 
for review and comment only when a recommended method 
has a well-defined need for a field evaluation or when a 
recommended protocol requires that specific data be 
collected. It should be reviewed to ensure its utility. 

Approved An approved standard or guideline has achieved 
consensus within the healthcare community. It should be 
reviewed to assess the utility of the final document, to ensure 
attainment of consensus (i.e., that comments on earlier 
versions have been satisfactorily addressed), and to identify 
the need for additional consensus documents. 

NCCLS standards and guidelines represent a consensus 
opinion on good practices and reflect the substantial 
agreement by materially affected, competent, and interested 
parties obtained by following NCCLS’s established 
consensus procedures. Provisions in NCCLS standards and 
guidelines may be more or less stringent than applicable 
regulations. Consequently, conformance to this voluntary 
consensus document does not relieve the user of 
responsibility for compliance with applicable regulations. 

COMMENTS 

The comments of users are essential to the consensus process. 
Anyone may submit a comment, and all comments are 
addressed, according to the consensus process, by the 
NCCLS committee that wrote the document. All comments, 
including those that result in a change to the document when 
published at the next consensus level and those that do not 
result in a change, are responded to by the committee in an 
appendix to the document. Readers are strongly encouraged 
to comment in any form and at any time on any NCCLS 
document. Address comments to the NCCLS Executive 
Offices, 940 West Valley Road, Suite 1400, Wayne, PA 
19087, USA. 

VOLUNTEER PARTICIPATION 

Healthcare professionals in all specialties are urged to 
volunteer for participation in NCCLS projects. Please contact 
the NCCLS Executive Offices for additional information on 
committee participation. 
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Clinical Laboratory Waste Management; Approved Guideline— 
Second Edition 
 
Abstract 
 
GP5-A2—Clinical Laboratory Waste Management; Approved Guideline—Second Edition was written for 
use by laboratory managers and is intended to provide approaches to controlling laboratory-generated 
hazardous and nonhazardous waste. A brief summary of the relevant U.S. federal regulations and laws is 
included. The types of waste addressed include chemical, infectious, radioactive, sharps, multihazardous, 
and nonhazardous. In this edition, emphasis is placed on methods for avoiding waste generation (source 
reduction) and reducing the volume and toxicity of unavoidable wastes (waste minimization). Options for 
handling, packaging, labeling, storing, recycling, transporting, treating, and disposal of each type of waste 
are also described. While this document will serve as a useful resource for a wider audience, it is based on 
U.S. regulations, and is intended for use primarily in the United States. 
 
NCCLS. Clinical Laboratory Waste Management; Approved Guideline—Second Edition. NCCLS 
document GP5-A2 (ISBN 1-56238-457-0). NCCLS, 940 West Valley Road, Suite 1400, Wayne, 
Pennsylvania 19087-1898, USA 2002. 
 
 
 

 

 
THE NCCLS consensus process, which is the mechanism for moving a document through two or
more levels of review by the healthcare community, is an ongoing process. Users should expect
revised editions of any given document. Because rapid changes in technology may affect the
procedures, methods, and protocols in a standard or guideline, users should replace outdated editions
with the current editions of NCCLS documents. Current editions are listed in the NCCLS Catalog,
which is distributed to member organizations, and to nonmembers on request. If your organization is
not a member and would like to become one, and to request a copy of the NCCLS Catalog,
contact the NCCLS Executive Offices. Telephone: 610.688.0100; Fax: 610.688.0700; E-Mail:
exoffice@nccls.org; Website: www.nccls.org 
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This publication is protected by copyright. No part of it may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,  
transmitted, or made available, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission from NCCLS, except as stated below. 
 
NCCLS hereby grants permission to reproduce limited portions of this publication for use in laboratory 
procedure manuals at a single site, for interlibrary loan, or for use in educational programs provided that 
multiple copies of such reproduction shall include the following notice, be distributed without charge, 
and, in no event, contain more than 20% of the document’s text. 

 
Reproduced with permission, from NCCLS publication GP5-A2—Clinical Laboratory 
Waste Management; Approved Guideline—Second Edition (ISBN 1-56238-457-0). 
Copies of the current edition may be obtained from NCCLS, 940 West Valley Road, 
Suite 1400, Wayne, Pennsylvania 19087-1898, USA.  

 
Permission to reproduce or otherwise use the text of this document to an extent that exceeds the 
exemptions granted here or under the Copyright Law must be obtained from NCCLS by written request. 
To request such permission, address inquiries to the Executive Director, NCCLS, 940 West Valley Road, 
Suite 1400, Wayne, Pennsylvania 19087-1898, USA. 
 
Copyright ©2002. The National Committee for Clinical Laboratory Standards.  
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Foreword 
 
The clinical laboratory is responsible for the proper handling and disposal of its waste. This guideline is 
intended to provide clinical laboratorians with general approaches to controlling laboratory-generated 
waste. Specific handling techniques and disposal methods are offered for the most important types of 
clinical waste. 
 
Some legislative and regulatory background is included in Section 3. This section is intended to help 
users in the United States understand the specific disposal requirements and recommendations that are 
detailed later in the guideline. It will also help users in other countries understand the regulatory 
environment that determines laboratory operations in the United States. A series of important definitions 
follows in Section 4, and a programmatic approach to waste management—from planning to training—is 
presented in Sections 5 through 7. Pollution prevention, waste minimization, and recycling have been 
consolidated into a new Section 6, because we believe it is the essential first step in any waste 
management program. 
 
Sections 8 through 10 cover the major classes of laboratory waste: chemical, infectious, and radioactive. 
Section 11, dealing with waste that has more than one hazard, is new to this edition. Section 12 describes 
special procedures for managing uncontaminated glass and plastic. Within each of these sections, the 
characteristics of that class of waste are addressed, as well as appropriate handling, storage, accumulation, 
treatment, and disposal options. Contingency planning is also addressed. 
 
The authors have made every effort to be accurate and thorough in explaining the rules that laboratorians 
should be aware of, but the legal requirements and the scientific basis for proper waste disposal are 
voluminous, complex, and ever changing. The waste manager needs to understand the current 
regulations—federal, state, and local—and keep up to date with changes. 
 
NCCLS consensus documents are developed through an open process that ensures wide review and broad 
application. This unique approach leads to standards and guidelines for medical testing and healthcare 
services that address identified needs of both its global and national constituents. Most NCCLS consensus 
documents are intended for global application. Under certain circumstances, however, an NCCLS 
standard or guideline may be intended for primary use in a specific country or region. 
 
NCCLS document GP5-A2—Clinical Laboratory Waste Management; Approved Guideline—Second 
Edition is one such consensus document. While GP5-A2 is a useful resource for a wider audience, it is 
intended primarily to help the U.S. user navigate through stringent U.S. regulations. Since disposal of 
laboratory waste is heavily regulated and relevant practices are widely “country specific,” the Area 
Committee on General Laboratory Practices determined that it would not be feasible to develop a 
comparable guideline intended for global application at this time. We hope that development of such a 
guideline may be possible in the future, as part of a long-term effort to harmonize regulations and 
practices.  
 
The imprint of the flag and the unique tagline on the cover call attention to its national focus, and 
differentiate GP5-A2 from our global consensus documents. 
 
Key Words 
 
Hazard abatement, hazardous waste, infectious waste, laboratory management, laboratory safety, 
laboratory waste, medical waste, mixed waste, multihazardous waste, pollution prevention, radioactive 
waste, waste management, waste minimization 
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1

 
Clinical Laboratory Waste Management;  

Approved Guideline—Second Edition 
 
1 Introduction 
 
The total volume of medical waste generated per laboratory averages 51.7 lbs per day but may weigh as 
much as 1,400 lbs per day in large facilities; this adds up to more than 30,000 tons of waste per year. 
Most waste that is generated in laboratories can be disposed of as ordinary solid waste. Wastes that 
require special management are infectious wastes, sharps, hazardous chemicals, radionuclides, and wastes 
with multiple hazards.  
 
Over 99% of the hazardous chemical waste generated in the United States was produced by “large-
quantity generators” (that is, those that produce 1,000 kg or more of hazardous chemical waste per 
month). Very few clinical laboratories, by themselves, are large quantity generators. Rather, most clinical 
laboratories and their institutions are either “small quantity generators” (those that produce between 100 
and 1,000 kg of hazardous waste per month), or they produce less than 100 kg of hazardous waste per 
month. 
 
The clinical laboratory is responsible for proper management of the waste that it generates. The following 
information is intended to provide approaches to controlling laboratory-generated waste and to offer 
specific handling techniques and disposal methods. Legal requirements for proper waste disposal are 
complex. As a supplement to this guideline, a list of pertinent references and an additional references 
section are included. It is the responsibility of the laboratory manager to understand and comply with all 
relevant regulations.  
 
2 Scope 
 
All clinical laboratories consume materials that are hazardous. Such use generates waste that is hazardous. 
The majority of the waste resulting from laboratory operations is not hazardous, but that which is 
hazardous can injure the people who must handle or transport it. Laboratory waste can contaminate sewer 
systems and other treatment facilities, and it can pollute the environment. 
 
This guideline is intended to provide information about the safe handling and disposal of such wastes. 
The use of the guideline must be adapted to the local situation. It is not a substitute for awareness of 
current local, state, and federal rules and regulations. The guideline itself is not to be construed as a 
regulation. Despite the many similarities of clinical laboratories to one another, differences do exist; no 
single laboratory waste management program will be appropriate for all facilities. This guideline should, 
however, provide a basis for the comprehensive waste management program in the user’s laboratory.  
 
While GP5-A2 may serve as a useful resource for a wider audience, it is based on U.S. regulations, and 
therefore is intended for use primarily in the United States.  
 
2.1 Categories of Laboratory Waste 
 
For practical purposes, laboratory waste may be divided into the following categories: 
 
• chemical waste [e.g., Environment Protection Agency (EPA) hazardous waste]; 
 
• infectious waste (and other materials regulated as medical waste); 
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