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Municipal solid waste landfills, or sanitary landfills, are designated to receive common trash items,
such as food waste, packaging, household goods, waste from local businesses, and certain non-
hazardous industrial materials. The decomposing waste in these landfills produces gases that
contribute to local air pollution. In certain states, such as Pennsylvania and Ohio, these landfills are
also permitted to accept toxic waste from oil and gas industries, despite being designated non-
hazardous waste landfills.” Oil and gas drilling waste contains radioactive materials that are mostly
spread through leachate, a landfill byproduct created when toxic substances leach into water, such
as rainwater and runoff. But landfill gas, mainly composed of methane and carbon dioxide, is more
likely to contain volatile organic compounds (VOCs) and hydrogen sulfide when toxic oil and gas
waste is among the decomposing landfill materials.?

In addition to the hazards posed by the waste itself, diesel-powered trucks and compactors at
landfill sites emit health-harming pollution. Weather patterns may cause particulates to drift to
nearby residential areas, or high winds may carry pollutants to areas where landfill gases would not
typically be encountered. During the warm season, decomposition accelerates with higher
temperatures, increasing landfill gases and odors too. Nearby communities may experience health
symptoms from inhaling landfill gases, causing

e respiratory irritation,

« exacerbation of asthma, and

« possible neurological or carcinogenic risks over the long term.
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The following chart details individual pollutants and their health risks.
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What you can do

For Community Members

Understand ways you can track and limit
pollution exposures, such as:

Filter or ventilate indoor spaces when
possible but avoid opening windows
during odor events.

Report odor events to your city, county,

or state-level environmental protection department. Emergency contacts, local and state
legislators, organizations, and resources are available at EHP’s Where to Turn Directory.

Keep a symptom diary that notes the times, weather, and smells you experience; share it with
your medical provider. For more information, please refer to EHP’s fact sheets: Tips for Talking
with a Health Care Professional, and How to Talk with Pediatric Health Professionals.

Consult EHP’s free Compounds of Concern tool, a searchable, interactive database of the

symptoms and health impacts associated with chemical compounds commonly found in
industrial air pollution. This tool can help those living near polluting facilities to understand
what compound(s) may be causing their individual health symptoms, and to help advocates
understand the health risks linked to air pollutants emitted from facilities.

Champion waste reduction and composting programs to minimize landfill use in the first place.

For Landfill Operators

Explore proactive measures to reduce negative public health impacts, such as:

Stop accepting oil and gas waste if you haven’t already.

Implement continuous emissions monitoring for VOCs, methane, and PM,s.
Conduct PFAS testing of landfill gas and leachate.

Install onsite pollution control devices to reduce air and water pollution.
Publicly disclose waste sources and landfill operation logs.
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