
Universal Wastes & Used Oil 
Universal Wastes are a special group of hazardous wastes that are very common. The NH 
Department of Environmental Services has made it easier to manage these types of waste because 
they are so common. (Vermont has similar rulings.) 

Many municipalities accept universal wastes and used oil at their transfer stations. There are also 
stores that will take back some universal wastes for free. 

These collection methods are much less expensive than accepting them at a hazardous waste 
collection. Whenever you have another responsible disposal or recycling option than bringing these 
materials to an HHW collection, you will be saving your municipality money by doing so. 

What should I do with… 

…Antifreeze? 
Antifreeze is used to cool the engine. Most antifreeze is made by mixing 
distilled water with some kind of alcohol such as methanol, ethylene glycol, 
propylene glycol and glycerol. Glycerol has the advantage of being non-toxic 
while withstanding high temperatures and it is noncorrosive. 

Antifreeze breaks down and forms an acid that corrodes the vehicle's cooling 
system. During normal use, antifreeze (including those made with glycerol) 
becomes contaminated with fuel, metal particles, and grit.  

A few municipalities accept antifreeze for a recycling program. However, you can bring antifreeze to 
the household hazardous waste collections. Check around, there are less-toxic antifreeze brands 
out there.  

…Batteries? 
There are so many types of batteries that it can be confusing what to do with 
them! There should be a statement on the battery to let you know its contents. 
If the statement is in another language or the battery is damaged and you can't 
read it, just assume it's a hazardous waste.  The information below is intended to 
help you decide how to manage each type of battery.  

Regular Alkaline Batteries - (button, AAA, AA, C, D, 9-Volt) 

These common batteries should go in the trash. The mercury in these batteries was removed in the 
mid-1990's. Note: The squat batteries used in cameras are usually lithium, not alkaline, and should 
go to a HHW collection. And although the alkaline button batteries can go in the trash, they are 
sometimes difficult to distinguish from all the other much more toxic batteries. In this case, it is 
better to just hold onto all button batteries and treat them as hazardous waste. 

 



It is not a good idea to put these batteries in the trash when the trash goes to an incinerator, but 
there is often no recycling program for alkaline batteries.  Mail-in recycling program for alkaline 
batteries exists, but it will cost you money. Call2Recycle has started an All Battery recycling 
program for a fee. 

Rechargeable Batteries 

Should be recycled through a retailer participating in the RBRC take-back program: 

- Best Buy 
- Home Depot 
- Staples 

If you cannot take them to a retailer for recycling, contact your local transfer station to see if they 
will take them. 

All rechargeable batteries have something in them that makes them hazardous, and valuable as a 
recyclable, usually heavy metals. Therefore, all rechargeable batteries should be recycled. The 
most popular rechargeable batteries are Nickel-Cadmium, known as Ni-Cd. Another common type 
is Nickel-Metal Hydride (Ni-MH). Rechargeables are used for power tools, cell phones, laptops, 
flashlights, and many other household items. Most retailers that sell rechargeables also take old 
ones back free of charge and send them to a not-for-profit group called the Rechargeable Battery 
Recycling Corporation who reclaims the metals in them. Ask your transfer station if they have an 
RBRC box to send in rechargeable batteries free of charge with no postage (what a deal!). 

Lithium Batteries 

Lithium batteries could be the short, squat battery in cameras, a button cell battery, or an AA or 
AAA battery. You must read the information on the battery to know what is in it.  Bring them to your 
transfer station or the HHW collection. 

Lithium batteries contain metallic lithium that reacts violently when in contact with moisture and 
the batteries must be disposed of appropriately. If thrown in the landfill in a charged state, heavy 
equipment operating on top could crush the cases and the exposed lithium would cause a fire. 
Landfill fires are difficult to extinguish and can burn for years underground. Before recycling, apply a 
full discharge to consume the lithium content. Non-rechargeable lithium batteries are used in 
watches, hearing aids and computer memory backup. Rechargeable lithium batteries for cell 
phones and laptops do not contain metallic lithium. The rechargeable batteries should be recycled 
with other rechargeable batteries. 

Button Batteries 

Button-sized batteries should be taken to an HHW collection. Button batteries are found in small 
items such as hearing aids, watches, and toys and are about the size of--you guessed it--a button. 
Button batteries can be alkaline, silver, mercury-oxide, or other cell-type. It is best to take any 
button batteries to an HHW event for collection as all of them contain some sort of hazardous 
material. Alkaline button batteries are less toxic and can go in the trash, but it's difficult to tell 
button batteries apart. 



Automotive Batteries 

Many car parts stores will take back the old battery when you buy a new one. Also check your local 
recycling center to see if they take them or know who does (such as a scrap or metal dealer). These 
have value so you should be able to find someone to take them free of charge. 

Auto batteries are known as "wet-cell" lead-acid as they contain liquid sulfuric acid. Due to both 
the acid and the lead, these batteries are considered hazardous. Yet because they contain so much 
lead which is easily reclaimed, they have value. Auto parts stores sometimes give rebates on new 
batteries when you bring in your old one. Or take it to a metal recycler, recycling center that takes 
them. These methods are preferable to taking the battery to an HHW collection, as they accept 
batteries daily. 

…Cathode Ray Tubes? 
Cathode Ray Tubes or CRTs are the glass screens of televisions, computers, and other similar 
devices. The glass contains substantial quantities of lead so it must be managed properly to keep 
the lead out of our environment. In New Hampshire, it is illegal to dispose of CRTs. They can be 
recycled or returned to the manufacturer for reuse or recycling.  

Many municipalities accept CRTs at their transfer stations. There may be a fee. As of December 
2012, Best Buy is taking CRTs for free or a fee. Check out their web site. They are also taking several 
other electronic items. See here for NH DES best management practices for electronics. 

E-Waste: 
https://www.bestbuy.com/site/services/recycling/pcmcat149900050025.c?id=pcmcat1499000500
25 

…e-waste (old electronics)? 
This includes cell phones, computers and peripheral equipment, radios, 
VCRs, DVD players, answering machines, microwaves, TVs, and any other 
product with an electronic component. Computer and TV screens can 
contain several pounds of lead as well as other toxins. Many towns accept 
old electronics for a fee, so check with your transfer station. Alternatively, 
Best Buy accepts multiple types of e-waste for recycling, some for $29.99, 
but many for free. Visit their website to find out more. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.bestbuy.com/site/services/recycling/pcmcat149900050025.c?id=pcmcat149900050025
https://www.bestbuy.com/site/services/recycling/pcmcat149900050025.c?id=pcmcat149900050025
https://www.bestbuy.com/site/services/recycling/pcmcat149900050025.c?id=pcmcat149900050025


…Fluorescent Light Bulbs/Tubes and Ballasts? 

Although fluorescent lamps save energy, thereby benefiting the 
environment, the mercury all fluorescent lamps contain is a 
highly toxic, heavy metal that can harm the environment when 
spent lamps are improperly disposed of. (This includes the "green 
tip" lamps which also contain mercury.)  The 106 pounds of 
mercury annually generated by New Hampshire's 2.4 million 
spent lamps makes fluorescent lamps one of the largest sources 
of mercury in the state. Because there are few recycling or 
disposal options for homeowners or small businesses, only 20 
percent to 30 percent of spent fluorescent lamps are properly 
recycled; the rest are generally tossed in the trash with serious 
environmental and health consequences. 

Ballasts are electrical devices for starting and regulating the fluorescent bulbs. Until the 1970s, 
these ballasts contained PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls)-a very toxic substance. Even though 
manufacturing stopped, the use of existing ballasts with PCBs continued, and they are sometimes 
in use today.  

What kind of fluorescent lamps can be recycled?  

- Linear fluorescent tubes 
- Compact fluorescent bulbs (CFLs) 

(spiral light bulbs) 
- Linear fluorescent bulbs from tanning 

booths, black lights, grow lamps, etc.  

- Circular fluorescent bulbs  
- HID (High Intensity Discharge) car 

headlights  
- HID lights such as mercury vapor, 

metal halide, etc.

  

Fluorescent lights and ballasts (except with PCBs) are no longer accepted at HHW collections 
because there are programs for municipalities to provide collection.  

Some hardware stores in New Hampshire and Vermont will accept bulbs and tubes from residential 
customers at no charge. Home Depot takes CFLs which are the small spiral fluorescent bulbs.  Ask 
at the service desk. They do not accept the tubes. Also, most towns have their own collection 
programs for fluorescent bulbs and ballasts. It is much less expensive for your town if you take 
spent bulbs and ballasts to their transfer station than to bring them to a HHW collection. 
Municipalities may sign on to the Department of Environmental Services contract for bulb and 
ballast collection and recycling, or they can contact any of the vendors on this list. 

Clean Up of Broken Fluorescent Bulb 

Click here to learn what to do if you break a fluorescent bulb or tube. See here for NH DES best 
management practices for Mercury-Containing Devices and Lamps/Bulbs. 
https://www.des.nh.gov/sites/g/files/ehbemt341/files/documents/2020-01/bmp-mercury.pdf 

https://www.des.nh.gov/sites/g/files/ehbemt341/files/documents/2020-01/bmp-mercury.pdf


…Medical Waste? 
Medications, vitamins, over-the-counter medications, and veterinary medications should NEVER 
be flushed down the toilet or poured down the drain—they contaminate our drinking water. Police 
departments throughout the region participate in medication takebacks, including: 

- Canaan 
- Charlestown 
- Claremont 
- Enfield 
- Hanover 
- Lebanon 
- New London 
- Newport 
- Plainfield 
- Sunapee 

The Centerra Pharmacy at Dartmouth-Hitchcock has a drop box for unused medications as well.  

For more information, visit https://www.twinstatesafemeds.org 

…Mercury? 
Don't Trash Mercury! Awareness of the problems with mercury (Hg) has 
increased greatly in recent years. Items you might have around your home 
that may contain mercury include: 

- thermometers with silver liquid (red liquid is a non-hazardous 
alcohol) 

- thermostats (non-digital) 
- gas-fired appliances 
- fluorescent light bulbs 
- button-size batteries 
- dairy barn manometers 

Products with mercury in them should not be thrown in the trash. They should be taken to a 
Household Hazardous Waste collection. This is because mercury is harmful to human health and 
the environment. Damage to the nervous system, brain, and reproductive system can occur 
through inhaling mercury vapors or through consumption of contaminated fish or birds. Children 
and pregnant women are the most vulnerable to mercury poisoning. 

Where's the risk? 

Fish and loons often have elevated mercury levels in their bodies. When mercury gets into surface 
waters, it is transformed by aquatic microorganisms into methyl mercury. Methyl mercury is 
biologically retained in organisms much more easily than elemental mercury. Then the methyl 
mercury "bioaccumulates" as bigger creatures eat lots of little creatures. The animals at the top of 

https://www.twinstatesafemeds.org/


Mad as a Hatter? 

In the past, felt hat makers used mercury while 
making their hats. Their exposure to mercury lead to 
the deterioration of their brain and left them, well... 
mad!  Hence the expression and the character, the 
"Mad Hatter," in Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland. 

 

the food chain, like fish and loons, 
therefore, have accumulated the most 
mercury--that's why there are fish 
consumption advisories in New England 
and why loons die. 

New Hampshire 

For more information about what's 
happening in New Hampshire, visit the 
Department of Environmental Services.   
Click here for NH DES best management 
practices for mercury-containing devices and lamps/bulbs. Transfer stations must have a sign 
prohibiting mercury-containing devices such as this downloadable sign. 

Vermont 

For more information about what's happening with mercury in Vermont, visit the Mercury Education 
and Reduction Campaign 

…Used Motor Oil? 
Residents often can take their used motor oil (no other automotive 
fluids), usually free of charge, to local service stations or municipal 
transfer stations. Call to see if they are accepting oil, and follow the 
requirements listed below. See our flyer on used oil. See here for NH 
DES information about used oil. 

Requirements 

- The oil must be "clean" (No other fluids mixed with it) 
- Ask about maximum quantity you can bring 
- Container must be clear -- milk jugs work well 

Remember: When used oil is dumped on the ground or poured down 
the drain, it becomes a serious pollutant of our ground and surface 
waters. If you change your own oil, please do your part, and find a 
proper disposal method. 

 

 

https://www.des.nh.gov/home-and-recreation/your-health-and-environment/mercury-environment
https://www.des.nh.gov/sites/g/files/ehbemt341/files/documents/2020-01/bmp-mercury.pdf
https://dec.vermont.gov/waste-management/solid/product-stewardship/mercury/resources
https://dec.vermont.gov/waste-management/solid/product-stewardship/mercury/resources

