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Healthcare  Waste  Management:  RMW  vs
Pharmaceutical vs Chemo Disposal
THE DIRECT ANSWER
Healthcare  waste  management  depends  on  keeping  four  streams  apart:  regulated
medical waste (RMW) and sharps, pharmaceutical waste (non-controlled, controlled, and
hazardous drugs), hazardous or chemotherapy-related waste, and general solid waste or
recycling. State definitions and treatment rules drive most day-to-day decisions; OSHA
bloodborne pathogen rules,  DEA rules  for  controlled substances,  EPA hazardous waste
rules where they apply, and USP hazardous-drug standards for chemo and other HDs fill
the gaps.

HOW WASTE STREAMS DIFFER IN PRACTICE
• Hospitals,  ambulatory sites,  and labs all  generate the same categories;  volumes and pickup

cadence  differ.  EPA’s  historical  medical-waste  tracking  program  is  largely  inactive;  state
agencies  and  health  departments  define  what  counts  as  RMW,  approved  treatment
(incineration, autoclave, alternative technologies where permitted), manifesting.

PRIMARY CATEGORIES AT THE POINT OF USE
• RMW:  Sharps,  pathological/anatomical  waste  where  regulated,  microbiological  waste,  and

other materials your state lists as infectious or regulated.
• Pharmaceutical:  Expired  or  unusable  meds—split  early  into  non-controlled,  DEA  controlled,

and hazardous-drug (including many chemo agents).
• Hazardous  chemical  waste:  Lab  reagents,  some  disinfectants,  formalin,  and  bulk  chemo

residues when they meet RCRA or state hazardous criteria.
• Radioactive:  Nuclear  medicine  and  research  isotopes  under  NRC  or  agreement-state

licenses—outside routine RMW contracts.
• General  solid  waste  and  recycling:  Office  paper,  clean  cardboard,  food  service  waste,  and

non-regulated packaging when not contaminated per state rules.
FIELD QUESTION
Where does this come from?
This sheet distills the full Healthcare Facility Hub article linked below, which carries the complete
text, references, and sourcing.
From Healthcare Facility Hub - free, like everything on the site. The full article is at
the link below.
Caution: codes, editions, and targets vary by facility and authority having jurisdiction (AHJ). Figures marked as common
practice are facility targets, not code requirements. Confirm against your AHJ and the current code text before acting.
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