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Environmental and public health risks that 
may be caused by Health Care Waste

This presentation focuses on the following topics:

• What are the most important public health risks and how can they be 
mitigated?

• What are the main environmental threats and how can they be 
prevented?
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• Of the total amount of waste generated by health-care activities, about 85% is 
general, non-hazardous waste comparable to domestic waste. 

• The remaining 15% is considered hazardous material that may be infectious, 
chemical or radioactive.
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Types of waste

• Infectious waste: waste contaminated with blood and other bodily fluids (e.g. 
from discarded diagnostic samples), cultures and stocks of infectious agents 
from laboratory work (e.g. waste from autopsies and infected animals from 
laboratories), or waste from patients with infections (e.g. swabs, bandages and 
disposable medical devices);

• Pathological waste: human tissues, organs or fluids, body parts and 
contaminated animal carcasses;

• Sharps waste: syringes, needles, disposable scalpels and blades, etc.;
• Chemical waste: solvents and reagents used for laboratory preparations, 

disinfectants, sterilants and heavy metals in medical devices, such as mercury in 
broken thermometers or batteries;
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Types of waste

• Pharmaceutical waste: expired, unused and contaminated drugs and vaccines;
• Cytotoxic waste: waste containing substances with genotoxic properties: highly 

hazardous substances that are mutagenic, teratogenic or carcinogenic, such as 
cytotoxic drugs used in cancer treatment and their metabolites;

• Radioactive waste: such as products contaminated by radionuclides including 
radioactive diagnostic material or radiotherapeutic materials; and

• Non-hazardous or general waste: waste that does not pose any particular 
biological, chemical, radioactive or physical hazard.
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Main health risks
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Health-care waste contains potentially harmful microorganisms that can infect hospital patients, 
health workers and the general public. Other potential hazards may include drug-resistant 
microorganisms which spread from health facilities into the environment. Adverse health 
outcomes associated with health care waste and by-products also include:

• sharps-inflicted injuries;
• toxic exposure to pharmaceutical products, in particular, antibiotics and cytotoxic drugs released 

into the surrounding environment, and to substances such as mercury or dioxins, during the 
handling or incineration of health care wastes;

• chemical burns arising in the context of disinfection, sterilization or waste treatment activities;
• air pollution arising as a result of the release of particulate matter during medical waste 

incineration;
• thermal injuries occurring in conjunction with open burning and the operation of medical waste 

incinerators; 
• radiation burns.
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Main environmental threats
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Treatment and disposal of healthcare waste may pose health risks indirectly 
through the release of pathogens and toxic pollutants into the environment.

The disposal of untreated health care wastes in landfills can lead to the 
contamination of drinking, surface, and ground waters if those landfills are not 
properly constructed.

The treatment of health care wastes with chemical disinfectants can result in the 
release of chemical substances into the environment if those substances are not 
handled, stored and disposed in an environmentally sound manner.
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• Incineration of waste has been widely practised, but inadequate incineration or the incineration 
of unsuitable materials results in the release of pollutants into the air or ash residues. 

• Incinerated materials containing or treated with chlorine can generate dioxins and furans, which 
are human carcinogens and have been associated with a range of adverse health effects. 

• Incineration of heavy metals 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 and fitted with special gas-cleaning 
equipment are able to comply with the international emission standards for dioxins and furans.

• Alternatives to incineration such as autoclaving, microwaving, steam treatment should be given 
consideration in settings where there are sufficient resources to operate and maintain such 
systems and dispose of the treated waste.

Main environmental threats
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Mitigation measures
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The management of health-care waste requires increased attention and diligence 
to avoid adverse health outcomes associated with poor practice, including 
exposure to infectious agents and toxic substances.

Key elements in improving health-care waste management are:
• promoting practices that reduce the volume of wastes generated and ensure 

proposer waste segregation;
• developing strategies and systems along with strong oversight and regulation to 

incrementally improve waste segregation, destruction and disposal practices 
with the ultimate aim of meeting national and international standards;
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• where feasible, favoring the safe and environmentally sound treatment of 
hazardous health care wastes (e.g. by autoclaving, microwaving, steam 
treatment integrated with internal mixing, and chemical treatment) over 
medical waste incineration;

• building a comprehensive system, addressing responsibilities, resource 
allocation, handling and disposal;

• raising awareness of the risks related to health-care waste, and of safe 
practices; 

• selecting safe and environmentally-friendly management options, to protect 
people from hazards when collecting, handling, storing, transporting, treating 
or disposing of waste.

Mitigation measures
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For more information:
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Visit our Website 

wes-med.eu
info@wes-med.eu

and follow us on Social Media

https://www.wes-med.eu/
https://www.facebook.com/pg/sustainablemediterranean/posts/?ref=page_internal
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCAzpiF3SYfhqnBFVt4Yxsmw
https://twitter.com/WesMed19
https://www.linkedin.com/company/wes-med-project/
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Thank you for your attention!


	Slide 1: Technical assistance on sustainable Medical Waste Management  Activity No:  N-E-PS-1 
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: Health-care Waste
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7: Main health risks
	Slide 8: Main environmental threats
	Slide 9: Main environmental threats
	Slide 10: Mitigation measures
	Slide 11: Mitigation measures
	Slide 12: For more information:
	Slide 13:       

