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Background

• NIH has a long-standing policy (NIH 3032) that prevents the disposal of chemicals via the 
sanitary sewer.

• Staff were discharging a variety of chemicals (in low concentrations) without considering the 
potential impacts on NIH and the wastewater treatment process.

• Lengthy history of problematic chemical discharges to the sanitary sewer and frequent 
violations from the Publicly Owned Treatment Works (POTW).
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https://policymanual.nih.gov/3032


Problem with Noncompliance

The Problem

• NIH risks losing the ability to discharge waste due to problems with chemicals affecting sanitary 
sewer compliance.

• Even the threat of a sewer authority revoking a discharge permit could have serious implications.

• Discharging unauthorized chemicals, even in small amounts, is in direct conflict with the NIH 

Mission.

• NIH is licensed by the Washington Sanitary Suburban Commission (WSSC) to discharge certain 
waste streams to the sanitary sewer if NIH remains within certain parameters.

o Any unauthorized discharges can seriously affect these parameters. If WSSC revokes the NIH permit, 
waste disposal costs will increase and resources will be burdened.

Any question or matter involving doubt, uncertainty, or difficulty
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https://www.nih.gov/about-nih/what-we-do/mission-goals


• NIH developed a drain discharge guide and online approval process 
for staff to submit requests to discharge certain waste materials via the 
sanitary sewer.

• Developed and beta-tested the discharge guide and application 
process with the NIH research community.

• Established working groups that included lab managers and safety 
representatives.

• Collaboration between Bethesda Campus and satellite NIH campuses.
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Solution

https://nems.nih.gov/Documents/NIH_Drain_Discharge_Guide.pdf
https://dep.orf.od.nih.gov/app/home
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Significant Points for Chemicals Approved for Drain Disposal

Before submitting an application for review, check if the chemical is listed under the 

“Chemicals Approved for Drain Disposal” list (Appendix B of the Drain Discharge Guide).
All approved chemicals must be used in a process before discharge.

• If already listed, you may pour the waste down the drain if:

o It is an aqueous waste.

o It has not been mixed with any amount of unlisted or unapproved materials.

o The pH range is between 6 and 10 at the point of disposal.

• If unsure of concentration, pH, or contents in the total waste, have the waste collected and 
disposed of by the Chemical Waste Service.

Chemicals listed under “Chemicals Approved for Drain Disposal”

NIH Drain Discharge Guide, (page. 9)

https://nems.nih.gov/Documents/NIH_Drain_Discharge_Guide.pdf
https://nems.nih.gov/Documents/NIH_Drain_Discharge_Guide.pdf
https://nems.nih.gov/Documents/NIH_Drain_Discharge_Guide.pdf#page=11
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Significant Points for Chemicals Not Approved for Drain Disposal

For chemicals not listed under “Chemicals Approved for Drain Disposal”

• If not listed under the Chemicals Approved for Drain Disposal list:

o You must submit a Chemical Discharge Request via DEP online.

• If approved, the waste can be poured down the drain.

• If disapproved, request pickup through the chemical waste vendor.

Chemical waste that is Ignitable, Corrosive, Reactive, Toxic, or an Oxidizer is hazardous and must not be 

disposed of down the drain.

NIH Drain Discharge Guide, (page. 9)

https://nems.nih.gov/Documents/NIH_Drain_Discharge_Guide.pdf
https://nems.nih.gov/Documents/NIH_Drain_Discharge_Guide.pdf
https://dep.orf.od.nih.gov/app/home
https://nems.nih.gov/Documents/NIH_Drain_Discharge_Guide.pdf


Drain Disposal Guidance for Waste Containing Antibiotics

Do not dispose of antibiotics (even with bleach) down the drain. They 
must be collected by the Chemical Waste Service for proper disposal.

Only approved antibiotics, following autoclave, can go down the drain.

NIH Drain Discharge Guide, (page. 5)
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https://nems.nih.gov/Documents/NIH_Drain_Discharge_Guide.pdf


Procedure For Chemicals Approved For Drain Disposal

NIH Drain Discharge Guide, (page. 3)

Procedure For Chemicals Approved 

For Drain Disposal

1. Ensure the sink to be

used for drain disposal
of chemicals is clear of

all items

2. The worker shall

wear appropriate PPE

3. Turn on cold water and

let it run for one (1)
minute to ensure 

adequate flow

4. Slowly pour the

material down the
sink drain

5. Rinse out the material 
container

6. Clean the sink to

ensure the sink basin
is free of material

7. Let tap water run for two

(2) minutes after pour to
allow the material to flush

through p-traps

8. Shut off water taps to

sink
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https://nems.nih.gov/Documents/NIH_Drain_Discharge_Guide.pdf


Authorization granted for: 

Authorization denied for: 

• Locations that use a preservative-free Sheath fluid containing no 
hazardous/regulated/harmful constituents.

• pH within wastewater discharge permit limits (6 – 10 pH).

• Bleach (up to 10%) used to clean or disinfect equipment approved for 
discharge to the sanitary sewer.

• Locations that use ‘Sheath Fluid” containing a preservative that is 
very toxic to aquatic life with long-lasting effects (e.g., Sodium Azide).

• pH exceeds the wastewater discharge limit.

• Use of Methanol (any concentration), or Ethanol if exceeds the 
allowable limit (10%), use the NIH Chemical Waste Disposal Service.

Application Example(s): Case by Case

Example Lab Process: Flow Cytometry
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• Safety Data Sheet (SDS) information

o Provides chemical constituents, pH levels, and disposal 
recommendations.

• Aquatic toxicity

o The goal is to prevent negative impacts on receiving waters 
downstream from wastewater treatment plants.

• RCRA compliance

o Hazardous waste discharge into the sanitary sewer is prohibited.

• Wastewater discharge permit limitations

o Wastewater permit contains concentration limits and other 
prohibitions on discharge.

Sources Used for Evaluation
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The Drain Discharge Application Site 

Functionality of Application Site:

• Improves the structure and features of
applications.

• Centralizes the records and
evaluations.

• Generates reports, specific or general.

• Provides vital flexibility in managing
applications.
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The Drain Discharge Application Site, Cont.
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Graphical user interface, text, application

Description automatically generated

https://nih.sharepoint.com/:f:/r/sites/ORS-ORF-ODDEPWRRBOutreachandEngagement/Shared%20Documents/Chemical%20Waste?csf=1&web=1&e=kaYSCB


Down the Drain Articles

NIH Community: NIH Catalyst

(Volume 29, Issue 3/ May-June 2021) 

NIH Green Zone Newsletter

(November 2020)
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https://irp.nih.gov/catalyst/29/3/news-you-can-use
https://nems.nih.gov/Documents/Newsletter/2020/11_November_2020/NEMS_Newsletter_2020_November.pdf


Questions?

Questions about Drain Discharge Program?

o Contact Josh Haines at joshua.haines@nih.gov

If you need a presentation on additional waste management-related topics… 

o Contact Surakshya Pathak at Surakshya.Pathak@nih.gov

Please join our Microsoft Teams channel 

OD DEP [WRRB Outreach and Engagement] | General | Microsoft Teams
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mailto:joshua.haines@nih.gov
mailto:joshua.haines@nih.gov
mailto:joshua.haines@nih.gov
mailto:joshua.haines@nih.gov
mailto:Surakshya.Pathak@nih.gov
https://teams.microsoft.com/l/team/19%3Aj5-g6fMi_-lfrmZxF1hENCVEzQFmSfz1OaH2HmLBO9Q1%40thread.tacv2/conversations?groupId=dae738b4-7501-4291-9bc9-907790644d64&tenantId=14b77578-9773-42d5-8507-251ca2dc2b06
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