
H C Fennell Consulting, LLC 

 
Applied Foam Technologies and Commissioning 

 

 

Cell: (802) 222-7740                              P.O. Box 65, N. Thetford, VT 05054                               hfennell09@gmail.com           1 

 

January 11, 2018 
 
 
Re: Foam waste and container disposal/recycling 
 
Introduction 

This document is an attempt to summarize the information I have collected on the disposal of 
polyurethane chemicals, product, and containers.  Most of the information is for all polyurethane 
materials and containers, regardless of size and whether they are intended to be pressurized or not.   I 
have included several attachments that provide background to the content that follows; however, the 
API document is an important document that discusses what the EPA requires in much more detail and 
should be considered as “the rest of the story” for foam waste management. 
 
Terms and definitions: 
1. ACC = American Chemical Council 
2. API = Alliance for the Polyurethane Industry 
3. BPI = Building Performance Institute 
4. CAZ = Combustion Appliance Zone 
5. CPI = The Center for the Polyurethanes Industry 
6. EPA = Environmental Protection Agency (US) 
7. GHS = Global Harmonizing System 
8. Metering valve = the flow rate control valve on the back of a one-component gun.  This valve is also 

used to seal the gun when it is not in use. 
9. OSHA = Occupational Safety and Health Administration 
10. SDS = Safety Data Sheet (part of the global harmonizing system for material safety communication) 
11. SPFA = Spray Polyurethane Foam Alliance 
12. Trans-fill tube = an assembly of valves and tubing rated for at least 250 psi 
13. Tank valve = the valve that comes as part of the pressure vessels, one on each cylinder.  These are on 

the top of each cylinder.  Clockwise is closed, counter-clockwise is open.   
 
General: 
A. A one-part polyurethane foam is a single-component chemical system where the chemical is frothed 

while being dispensed.  The frothed chemical reacts with moisture from the substrate and the air to 
form an inert rigid foamed plastic. 

B. A two-part polyurethane foam is a two-component chemical system where the two components are 
mixed, expanded with a dissolved blowing agent, and an exothermic reaction takes place.  An inert 
rigid foamed plastic is formed.  The rate of this reaction is controlled by temperature and a catalyst. 
This rate also determines if the foam is a fast or slow-rise system.  Spray formulations are fast so they 
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set up on the surface they are applied to, and slow rise foam formulations have much slower 
reactions so that filling closed cavities does not produce a lot of pressure on the substrates. 

C. Pressure vessels (cylinders, tanks, cans) contain one of the foam chemicals (A or B) and a propellent 
that pushes the chemical out of the cylinder.    

D. Most waste management authorities require foam containers to be empty and incapable of holding a 
pressure.  Meeting this requirement requires the material to be drained out of the container and the 
pressure vessel perforated to prevent it from ever containing pressure again, and to demonstrate 
that the container is empty. 

E. When disposing of an empty pressure vessels or drums containing polyurethane chemicals, 
remember that even though a container has been drained to drip dry, a very small amount of residue 
may remain on the surfaces of the container.  Be sure that the disposal location will not be damaged 
or contaminated by a small amount of material that may leak out of the container over time. 

a. ACC/CPI - For more information on disposal of drums used to contain or transport SPF 
chemicals refer to the ACC CPI poster on Disposal of Empty Drums Containing 
Polyurethane Chemicals. (PDF attached) 

b. Following is the poster that ACC/CPI references 
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c. The following language is in fine print on the bottom of this poster.  It is typed out here in 
a size that is legible.  “This poster provides general guidelines for empty drums. Emptying 
a container until it is "drip dry" is generally considered a common practice employed to 
remove materials from containers.  "Drip dry" simply means all residuals have been 
removed that can be removed using commonly employed practices for that type of 
container and no more than 2.5 centimeters (1 inch) of residue remains on the bottom of 
the container or liner that the container has been emptied according to 40 CFR § 261.7 [b] 
[1]. For drums containing residual product, contact your supplier for additional guidance.”   

d. 40 CFR § 261.7 [b] [1] is from an EPA document. 
i. Title 40 - Protection of Environment 

ii. Chapter I - ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY (CONTINUED) 
iii. Subchapter I - SOLID WASTES (CONTINUED) 
iv. Part 261 - IDENTIFICATION AND LISTING OF HAZARDOUS WASTE 
v. Subpart A - General 

vi. Section 261.7 - Residues of hazardous waste in empty containers.     
vii. This Section is attached for your use.  

e. Also see “Disposal of Used Polyurethane Foam Drums” by the Director of CPI. (attached) 
F. See “Guidelines For the Responsible Disposal of Wastes and Containers from Polyurethane 

Processing” by the API, 2002. (attached)  This is an important document that discusses in more detail 
what the EPA classifies as hazardous waste, how the EPA defines what an “empty container” is, how 
mixed but unreacted chemicals are classified, what a business that generates hazardous waste is 
responsible for, etc. 

G. Some foam manufacturers will take used containers back, and some have “refillable” programs 
where the user returns the pressure vessels and they refill them rather than disposing of them.   

H. There are steel and plastic drum reconditioners in most areas of the US.  A Google search of “drum 
reconditioners” will generate an extensive list of companies engaged in this business.  Following are 
links to how these containers are processed by most reconditioners.   

a. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S3HOo78wQso  Steel drum reconditioning  
b. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WCnaD40skBM Plastic drum recycling 

I. When handling pressurized containers, always wear personal protection appropriate for an 
accidental spill or pressure release.   In the case of an accidental release, follow the cleanup and 
disposal instructions in the SDS for the chemical that has been spilled. 

J. Reacted foam product 
a. Fully reacted polyurethane foam should be inert.  This material is safe to dispose of in the 

normal waste stream.  Different waste management authorities have different requirements, 
but usually foam qualifies as household waste.  Guidance on disposal for fully reacted foam 
can be found in the SDS for the “finished product.”  See J., a., and b. below. 

K. Unreacted foam chemicals 
a. ACC/CPI web site (current) 
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i. Spill Response - A spill or release is the unplanned discharge of a material to the ground, 
water, or air. It is advisable to have an emergency spill containment kit available that 
contains absorbent materials such as clay, pads, or socks to contain or minimize the 
affected area. A clean work site helps reduce trips, slips, and falls. Because B-side 
chemicals can be extremely slippery, mark and clean up spills, particularly from smooth 
walkways or floors, as soon as possible. 
Although infrequent, sizable spills and releases of A- and B-side chemicals can occur. If 
this happens, it is important to take immediate action to minimize environmental 
contamination. 
You may be required to report spills and releases of spray foam and coating ingredients 
to local, state, and/or federal authorities. For this reason, keep all containers of 
chemicals tightly sealed except when they are actually in use. In the event of a large A-
side chemical spill or release (i.e., more than a few pounds or gallons), consider the 
following: 

1. Direct all personnel away from the immediate area to avoid unnecessary 
exposure. 

2. Provide appropriate PPE for individuals involved in the cleanup. PPE for cleanup 
crews may include appropriate respiratory protective devices, impervious 
clothing, footwear, eye protection, and gloves in accordance with OSHA 
regulations. 

3. Absorb the A-side chemicals with sand, wet earth or absorbent clays (e.g., 
vermiculite or cat litter). Place the absorbed material in drums and neutralize. Do 
not seal these drums for an appropriate period (typically, at least 48 hours). 

4. Check to see if you have exceeded the reportable quantity (RQ) (Reportable 
quantity for MDI is 5,000 lbs.), which is the equivalent of approximately 15 
drums of a typical A-side material. Note that 10 drums of A-side chemicals are a 
large quantity; a typical single family residence or commercial application is likely 
to have fewer drums present. Call the EPA’s Superfund Call Center 1-800-424-
9346 or consult 40 CFR §302.4. If it is determined that you have exceeded this 
amount, you must report the spill to various government agencies. 

5. Characterize waste (e.g., hazardous or nonhazardous waste) and dispose of 
waste in accordance with all applicable regulations. 

6. You may be required to report sizable MDI or solvent spills or releases to a Local 
Emergency Planning Committee (LEPC), State Emergency Response Commission 
(SERC), and the National Response Center (NRC). The penalties associated with 
not reporting are quite substantial, so it is better to be conservative. 

7. Job site wastes consisting solely of construction debris, such as old roofing 
materials, do not normally require any special handling or packaging for disposal, 
unless they contain asbestos or other unusual hazardous materials. If you are 
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unsure, it is suggested that they be treated as hazardous. However, cured 
polyurethane foam does not meet the criteria of a hazardous waste according to 
Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA), and should be acceptable for 
landfill disposal.  Some landfill facilities may ask for an SDS for cured 
polyurethane foam before allowing disposal.  It is suggested that the state 
and/or local waste disposal regulatory authority be consulted prior to disposal of 
any type of waste. 

ii. ACC/CPI Disposal of SPF Chemicals 
1. The proper disposal of any remaining SPF chemicals is a crucial part of an SPF 

application.  Likewise, drums containing SPF need to be properly prepared, 
decontaminated, and disposed of in accordance with regulatory requirements.  It 
is never acceptable to abandon or discard a drum without following proper 
disposal procedures in accordance with legal requirements.  Consult the SDS for 
more information. 

2. Note that small amounts of unused A-side chemicals can be reacted with small 
amounts of unused B-side chemicals to produce foam. Cured foam is typically 
non-hazardous, and if it is determined to be non-hazardous, cured foam can be 
disposed of as non-hazardous waste. 

b. SPFA – SPF Specifications 2017-2018 
i. 3.03 CONSTRUCTION WASTE MANAGEMENT 

1. Plan and coordinate the work to minimize the generation of waste. 
2. Separate and recycle waste materials in accordance with the Waste Management 

Plan, and to the extent economically feasible. 
 

General Safety: 
1. Turn off or mask HVAC openings during foam installations and when bleeding down empty tanks to 

prevent contaminants from entering and circulating inside the system. 
2. Always wear appropriate PPE at all times when handling SPF chemicals and the drums containing 

these materials.  Consult the manufacturer’s SDS for specific information about PPE. (ACC/CPI) 
3. Use adequate engineering controls (isolation, ventilation, etc.) to manage vapors when handling SPF 

chemicals and the drums containing these materials.   
4. Use CAZ safety protocols when ventilating SPF work zones.  See the BPI protocol for this safety 

guidance. 
 
Single component polyurethane foam sealant: 
1. Used pressure vessels (cans, tanks, cylinders, containers) 

a. With the empty can still on the gun, point the gun into a waste container, and let the pressure 
out of the empty cylinder by opening the metering valve all of the way and pulling the trigger 
until the flow stops.  When the pressure has all been released, remove the gun from the empty 
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cylinder and install a new full cylinder with the check valve slathered with Vaseline onto the 
gun. 

b. If the cylinder is not empty and you want to dispose of it, dispense all of the material into a 
box or onto a sheet of polyethylene.  Do not make a large pile, but rather spread the dispensed 
product in a 1” to 3” thick layer.  This allows moisture in the air to react with all of the 
material.  Be sure to completely depressurize the cylinder.  Once the foam material is hard, 
follow the disposal instructions in “Reacted foam product” below.   

c. Check that the pressure is depleted and then puncture the empty cylinder to demonstrate that 
the cylinder is depressurized and empty.   

d. Dispose of the empty cylinder as discussed in sections General; D., and E. 
 
Two-part polyurethane foam: 
1. Used pressure vessels (cans, tanks, cylinders) 

a. Combine the chemicals from multiple cylinders to empty all but one of the cylinders.  Keep 
the trans-fill tube on the empty cylinder, point it into a waste container, and let the pressure 
out of the empty cylinder by opening the tank valve all of the way.  When the pressure has all 
been released, puncture the cylinder to demonstrate that the cylinder is depressurized and 
empty.  Dispose of the cylinder as discussed in sections General; D., and E. 

b. If you do not want to combine the left over chemicals into cylinders for future use, or you 
only have one kit to dispose of, empty the chemicals from the pressure vessels through the 
dedicated trans-fill hoses into two waste containers that have tight covers.  Label the 
containers with the brand, formulation, and date of purchase.  If you have used the set of 
foam completely, you will only have one chemical to store.  As soon as you have left over 
chemical from the other side of the kit, react the chemicals as discussed in section E., b. 

2. Used bulk foam 55-gallon drums and totes 
a. Dispose of the containers as discussed in sections General; D., and E. 

3. Reacted product  
a. Dispose of the reacted product as discussed in section General; I., a. 

4. Unreacted product 
a. Assume that unreacted product is one or both of the polyurethane chemicals, but not in a 

proportion (ratio) that will fully react and make an inert foam product.  Dispose of the 
unreacted product as discussed in section General; J., a., ii.   

b. If the chemical is just from one side, follow the instructions in the SDS for that chemical.   
c. If the unreacted product is an off-ratio combination of both sides, follow the instructions in the 

SDS for both chemicals, using the requirements from the most prevalent component.    
d. If the ratio components in the unreacted product is unknown, use the most restrictive 

requirements from both SDSs.   
e. There is no SDS available for any off-ratio material. 
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