Household Hazardous Waste


Oil-Based Paints and Coatings––
Hazards and Responsible Use

Introduction

A fresh coat of paint or stain can transform a drab room or piece of furniture into one that looks brand new.  However, care must be taken when disposing of unwanted or leftover coatings because in California they are considered hazardous waste and must be disposed of properly.

This fact sheet describes oil-based (also known as solvent-based) coatings, such as paints, stains, and varnishes, and their potential effects on the environment, and provides some practical ideas on how to use and handle them properly.

Why Are Oil-Based Coatings Harmful?

Oil-based coatings contain resins, solvents, pigments, and additives.  Some uses for these coatings are for painting vehicles, furniture, and marine equipment, and for various household purposes.  These coatings are harmful to the environment because they contain petroleum distillates and pigments.  

Water-based (latex) paint is less harmful to the environment and your health than oil-based paint, and should be used as a substitute whenever possible.  Technological improvements to water-based paints have greatly increased their durability and protection of surfaces.

Health and Environmental Effects

Oil-based coatings can have adverse effects on your health if not used properly.  If used in poorly ventilated areas, the vapors from product can irritate eyes, skin, and lungs, causing headaches and nausea.  It can also contribute to respiratory problems, muscle weakness, and liver and kidney damage. 

Oil-based coatings can also harm the environment if disposed of improperly.  If poured down a storm drain or sewer system, they have the potential to pollute our groundwater, rivers, and streams.
What Can I Do?

In preparing for a painting or staining project, consider the following tips for using, recycling, and disposing of oil-based coatings.

Buy only what you need.

Calculate and buy the amount of product you need for a project so you do not have leftovers.  Many retailers provide this kind of help as a service to their customers.  As a general rule, one gallon of paint should cover approximately 400 square feet.  In addition, some retailers take back unused, unopened paint when it is accompanied with a receipt.  Check with your local retailer to see what the conditions are for returning unused paint.

Use it properly.

To protect your health, always apply oil-based coatings in well-ventilated areas and wear a protective facemask or goggles that completely cover your eyes.  These precautions will decrease your exposure to the vapors given off by the product.

Store it properly.

Store oil-based coatings with the lid on securely to keep them fresh until you need them again.  
In addition, avoid storing them in extreme temperatures.  By following these simple steps, you will prolong the life of your paint, stain, or varnish and avoid waste.

Use up leftovers.
The best way to get rid of leftover paint or varnish from one household project is to use it up on another.  If you cannot use it yourself, give it away in its original container to friends, neighbors, or community groups.

Recycle your leftovers.

Contact your local environmental health, solid waste, or public works department to find out about household hazardous waste (HHW) collection programs.  These programs have been set up to collect, reuse, and recycle leftover paint and other coatings from households.  See "For More Information" for how to find locations of HHW collection programs near you.

Reuse your applicators.

Remove as much as you can from rollers and brushes to minimize the cleanup process.  Use thinner to finish cleaning the applicators.  Recycle the used thinner by placing it in a jar until the paint particles settle.  You can then use a coffee filter to strain out the paint particles, which will allow you to reuse the thinner.  

Do not clean rollers, brushes, and other equipment in the street or other places where the rinse water can flow into storm drains.  Also, do not clean rollers and brushes in the backyard, because the paint or other product may contaminate the soil.

Use latex paint as an alternative.

Oil-based paint may work better for some tasks (such as priming hardwood), but a safer and more environmentally friendly alternative is latex paint.

Through your local HHW programs you may be able to get recycled latex paint free or at a low cost.  (Recycled latex paint is discussed in detail in another CIWMB publication.  See “For More Information.")

Use proper disposal methods.

If an oil-based coating has naturally dried out, it may be disposed of in the trash.  Although empty containers can be put in the trash, your local solid waste or HHW collection programs may be collecting the containers for recycling.  A container is considered empty if nothing pours out when it is held upside down, and if any product remaining in the container cannot be removed by chipping or scraping.  Aerosol cans are considered empty if no propellant is dispensed when the pressure-sensitive valve is pressed down on an aerosol can.

For More Information

To find out more about recycling paint, buying recycled paint, or recycling empty containers, including aerosol spray cans, call Earth’s 911 at 
1-800-CLEANUP, or visit the Web site for Earth’s 911 at www.1800cleanup.org.

Publications

CIWMB has two other paint-related fact sheets:

Latex Paint--Hazards and Solutions for Disposal.  Defines latex paint and its potential effects on the environment and health, and presents practical ideas on how to use and handle it properly.  July 1999, Pub. #331-97-016.


Recycled Latex Paint.  Two-page overview of reusable and recycled latex paint available in California.  August 1997, Pub. #431-97-034.

Other household hazardous waste publications are also available, some in Spanish as well as English.

You may order these and other publications by:

· Phone:  1-800-CA-WASTE (CIWMB publications clearinghouse).

· Internet: Access our online publications catalog at www.ciwmb.ca.gov/Publications/ and select “Household Hazardous Waste” to see what is available and order on line. You may also view and/or download most of our publications through this site.

Grants

Perhaps your city or county can benefit from a grant that helps provide HHW and used oil collection opportunities in your community.  For information on HHW and used oil grants, call 
(916) 341-6692  or visit our Web site at www.ciwmb.ca.gov/Grants/.

Hazardous Waste Management 

The California Integrated Waste Management Board (CIWMB) provides information on household hazardous waste.  The Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC), one of our sister organizations under the California Environmental Protection Agency (Cal/EPA), regulates hazardous waste management in California.

Contact the nearest DTSC field office duty officer for more information on hazardous waste management practices and latex and oil-based paint regulations in California.  To locate the nearest field office, check the department’s Web site at www.dtsc.ca.gov or call DTSC's main information number:  (916) 324-1826.


