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Managing Air Bags

Background

Air bags have been installed in American vehicles for more than 30 years.   Most air bag modules contain inflators containing sodium azide for generating the gas that fills the air bag when it deploys in a crash.  If the air bag has not been deployed, it can be dangerous to handle due to the explosion hazard.  Sodium azide can cause burns if it gets on unprotected skin and it can severely irritate the lungs if inhaled.  When mixed with water, sodium azide forms hydrazoic acid which is very toxic, particularly if it enters surface or groundwater.  

Fully deployed air bags do not pose an explosion hazard nor do they present a risk to health and the environment. When an air bag is deployed, the chemicals in the inflator undergo a reaction that converts the sodium azide to nitrogen gas.  Fully deployed air bags can be left in the car (if its destined to be shredded or crushed ) or removed and disposed of as solid waste.

Should undeployed air bags be removed (or deployed) in cars destined to be shredded or crushed?

Undeployed air bags should be removed from the vehicle before it is shredded or crushed.  The considerable heat and friction generated by shredding (and crushing to a lesser extent) increase the risk of explosion as airbags pass through the shredder.  Undeployed air bags must be managed in a manner that prevents them from being accidentally deployed.  They should be stored in a cool, dry and secure area that is free of oil, grease or detergent.  

What if I want to dispose of undeployed air bags?

Undeployed air bags destined for disposal must be managed as a reactive hazardous waste (waste code D003).  However, if these airbags are sent to a reclamation facility, they are considered to be a recyclable component and do not have to be managed as hazardous waste.    Non-deployed air bags, especially those from newer vehicles, are valuable.  If airbags are defective in any way, they should not be voluntarily triggered. These items must be managed as hazardous waste and disposed of as such.

Employees shipping undeployed air bags for reclamation must be trained and certified in Department of Transportation (DOT) rules regarding air bag shipments.  For each air bag module the shipping paper description must conform to the requirements in 40 CFR 173.166:  http://edocket.access.gpo.gov/cfr_2006/octqtr/pdf/49cfr173.166.pdf  

What about seatbelt pretensioners?

Vehicles may also be equipped with seatbelt pretensioners that contain sodium azide.  (Some pretensioners are mechanical and do not contain sodium azide.  Check with the manufacturer for more information.)  If pretensioners do contain sodium azide, those that are undeployed and destined for disposal (and not sent for reclamation) must be managed as reactive hazardous waste, as is the case for airbags.   

The following BMPs are recommended for the management and recycling of air bags:

· Store non-deployed air bags indoors, protected from the weather until they can be resold.

· If you ship air bags, retain shipping papers that indicate the name of the reclaimer, the date of transfer, and the number of air bags shipped. 

· Consider the hazmat training and certification opportunities offered through the Auto Recyclers Association (ARA) at www.airbagresources.com 

· Consider following the ARA Protocol for use of “Original Equipment Non-Deployed Airbags” http://arav1.timberlakepublishing.com/files/AirbagBrochureNovember2007.pdf 

· If the air bags have been deployed, the material is no longer dangerous, and you will not have to take special precautions.

Airbag & Pretensioner Recyclers:                                                                                                                       
KPA University list of recyclers:  http://www.kpaonline.com/map-airbag-disposal.html 
The Air Bag Center (Florida): www.airbagcenter.com  (with related articles and How-to’s)                                                                                                                   
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