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What WASTE!
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HOT TIPS
Storing Flammables in

Refrigerators:
Is There a Bomb in Your Lab? Radioactive Waste

Segregation
It is vital for the safe disposal of radioactive

waste that it be properly segregated and la-
beled.  Below is a listing of each type of radio-
active waste and how it must be disposed of.

1)  Dry solids
Dry solid waste consists of disposable labware,

gloves, bench paper, and SHARPS.  Dry waste
classified as SHARPS includes needles, scalpel
blades, pipets, and pipet tips.

•  Separate dry waste by isotope.
•  Any needles or scalpel blades must be

disposed of in a red SHARPS container; any
other “SHARPS”  such as pipet and pipets tips
can be placed in a securely sealed cardboard
box.  If the waste is biohazardous, it should be
autoclaved and the biohazard symbol defaced
prior to being picked up for disposal.

•  Radioactive waste that contains regulated
chemicals, such as acrylamide gels, must be
separated from non-regulated waste.

•  Scintillation vials and betaplate mats must
also be kept out of dry waste (see below).

•  Place dry radioactive waste (other than
SHARPS) in the large dry solid bags, being
careful not to overfill them.  If you use biohaz-
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tion of these chemicals can cause flammable va-
pors to build up and eventually reach an explo-
sive mixture concentration.  Storing these chemi-
cals in closed refrigerated areas in glass or metal
containers with open tops, loose-fitting caps or
cotton stoppers creates a time bomb of sorts.

Here’s why:  every time the door of the do-
mestic refrigerator is opened or closed and the
light goes off and on, the compressor is thermo-
statically triggered to start  or  stop  by an internal
temperature control switch, or the self-defrosting
mechanism automatically comes on, an electrical
arc is produced.  When a flammable vapor-air
mixture is present in the storage compartment of
the freezer or refrigerator, any of these arcs can set
off an explosion. The severity of such an explo-
sion depends on the flash point of the material, its
lower flammability or explosion limit (LFL or
LEL), its rate of evaporation, volume of the en-
closed space, and concentration of the flammable
vapors.

Not only can these “bombs” threaten life and
destroy property, they can also destroy valuable
analytical research work that may take months to
duplicate.

To prevent this dangerous situation, these
chemicals and gases must be stored in approved
explosion-safe refrigerators and freezers ONLY,
which are designed for the storage of flammable
materials.  In these appliances, potential ignition
sources—lights, door switch, thermostat, and
exposed electrical components and circuitry—
are removed from the interior chambers, and any
external electrical components are located at the
top of the refrigerator to further minimize igni-
tion from vapors that are heavier than air.  Labo-
ratory-safe units connect to power sources in the
same manner as standard household refrigera-
tors.

(continued on p.5)

Noncombustible or nonflammable materials
can be stored in domestic refrigerators, but com-
bustible or flammable materials cannot; nor is a
modified version of a domestic appliance accept-
able—the modifications are difficult to make suc-
cessfully, and even tightly capped containers with
volatile materials can leak, albeit slowly.

Be sure that you lab is made bomb-proof by
using only the proper storage equipment.  Call
Safety Services at x2907 with any questions.








