Letter to Editor

Hazardous waste from dental radiology

Si,

Dental offices that house and operate standard radiography
equipment must process the X-ray films using photochemical-fixer,
developer, and equipment cleaner. Each of these chemical solutions
is unique and requires special handling and disposal procedures.
There are a number of hazardous dental wastes that, when disposed
of improperly, could cause harm to the environment. Examples
include chemical solutions, lead foil film backing, mercury, scrap

dental amalgam, fluorescent tubes, and batteries.!"!

The fixer that Dental offices use to develop X-ray is a hazardous
material that should not be simply rinsed down the drain. Spent
fixer solution contains approximately 4000 mg of silver/L.” Silver
recovery unit should be used to recapture the silver from the fixer,
and once the container is full, a Certified Waste Carrier should be
contacted for recycling or disposal. The silver recovery unit cartridge
should not be placed in the garbage. The de-silvered fixer solution
can be mixed with developer and water and disposed of down the
sewer or septic system. A digital X-ray unit should be utilized to
minimize the need for fixer solutions. Spent developer is permitted to
be discharged into the sewer or septic systems provided it is diluted
with water. It contains a toxic substance hydroquinone when unused,
it must be kept separate from dental wastewaters or any access to
the local sewage or fresh water. Many cleaners for X-ray developer
systems contain chromium, a toxic substance so the supplier should
be asked for a cleaner that does not use chromium.

Undeveloped film contains a high level of silver and must be
treated as a hazardous waste.! Silver can contaminate the soil
and groundwater if it is sent to a landfill. Unused film should be
recycled rather than being placed into the waste. Any unused film
that is going to be disposed of should be collected and placed in a
container recommended by the disposal company (plastic alginate
container is sufficient). Once the container is full, a certified waste
carrier should be contacted for recycling or disposal. Digital X-ray
unit should be used to minimize purchase of new X-ray films.
Developed film has little residual silver and can be placed in the
regular solid waste stream.

The lead foil inside each X-ray packet is a leachable toxin and
can contaminate the soil and groundwater in landfill sites.*! The
management can be done by collecting lead foil packets in a marked
container, and once the container is full, a certified waste carrier
should be contacted for recycling. Lead foil packets and lead aprons
should not be thrown into the regular garbage. One should contact
a certified waste carrier to recycle or dispose of unwanted lead
aprons. In this way, a proactive approach will allow our profession
to succeed in an era of increased public environmental concern and

environmentally protective legislation.
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