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Why GAO Did This Study

The Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) is responsible for
regulating hazardous wastes (such
as mercury) under the Resource
Conservation and Recovery Act
(RCRA). Under RCRA, mercury-
containing hazardous waste must
meet specific treatment standards
before land disposal. But, certain
difficult to manage waste due, in
part, to its large particle size, can
follow alternate “debris” standards
that provide diverse treatment
options. This report examines (1)
the mechanisms that EPA uses to
track the treatment and disposal of
mercury-contaminated debris and
the quantity of this waste, (2) the
extent to which EPA, states, and
industry share a common
understanding of the types of
mercury-containing wastes that can
be treated and disposed of as
debris, and (3) EPA and state
controls that are in place to
monitor compliance with EPA’s
treatment and disposal
requirements for mercury-
contaminated debris.

What GAO Recommends

GAO recommends that EPA (1)
clarify and better describe the
types of waste that can and cannot
be reported under the “debris”
reporting category and (2) conduct
further outreach to communicate
the types of mercury-containing
wastes that can be treated and
disposed of according to the
alternative treatment standards for
debris. In oral comments on a draft
of this report, EPA agreed with
GAOQO’s recommendations.

www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt? GAO-06-99.

To view the full product, including the scope
and methodology, click on the link above.
For more information, contact John B.
Stephenson at (202) 512-3841 or
stephensonj@gao.gov.

HAZARDOUS WASTE

EPA Needs to Clarify the Types of
Mercury Waste That Can Be Treated and
Disposed of Using the Debris Regulations

What GAO Found

EPA uses its RCRAInfo database to maintain information on all hazardous
waste, including mercury-contaminated debris. EPA reported that in 2003,
mercury-contaminated debris constituted about 12,000 metric tons—or
about 0.4 percent of all mercury-containing waste and about 0.03 percent of
all hazardous waste. However, EPA’s data on mercury-contaminated debris
may be incomplete. Reporting on the physical form of the waste (debris is
one of many physical forms) is optional, and businesses did not submit this
optional information in about 9 percent of instances when they reported
treating and disposing of mercury-containing waste in 2003. In addition,
EPA’s reporting category for debris does not provide a complete list of items
that EPA considers to be debris, and debris can be reported in other
categories.

The 48 states and the District of Columbia and the 14 commercial hazardous
waste landfill operators that responded to our survey do not share a
common understanding of the types of mercury-containing waste that EPA
allows to be treated and disposed of as debris. For example, in their
responses, officials in 21 states and operators of 6 commercial hazardous
waste landfills identified as debris waste that is explicitly not debris, such as
intact devices containing mercury, and may have used the debris regulations
for such waste. Consequently, EPA cannot be certain that businesses are
appropriately managing their mercury-containing waste as debris.

EPA’s mandatory waste tracking and documentation requirements serve as
controls to monitor compliance with EPA’s treatment and disposal
requirements for mercury-contaminated debris. EPA and state oversight
inspections and enforcement programs provide additional compliance
monitoring with the alternative treatment standards for debris.

Percentage of Hazardous Waste with Mercury and the Portion of the Mercury-Containing
Waste That Was Debris in 2003

Hazardous waste

- 38.2 million metric tons Mercury-containing

waste - 3.1 million
metric tons

8%
Mercury-containing
0.4%
Mercury-
contaminated
debris -12,000
metric tons

Source: GAO analysis of EPA’'s RCRAInfo data.

United States Government Accountability Office


http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-99
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-99


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


