
What are lead acid batteries? 
A lead acid battery is a portable source of electrical power, which is generated from a 
chemical reaction. In a lead acid battery, this reaction is between sulphuric acid (a very 
corrosive liquid) and plates made from lead (a heavy metal). 

Lead acid batteries are manufactured in various sizes, which can provide power ranging 
from 6 volts (as used in motor scooters and motor bikes) to 24 electrical volts (as used in 
larger machinery and for electricity storage in solar power systems). 

Why are lead acid batteries hazardous? 
 ■ Contains up to 80% recycled, purified lead which is a toxic heavy metal.

 ■ Contains 40% sulphuric acid, which is a very corrosive liquid that can burn the skin.

 ■ Improper disposal of lead acid batteries can result in lead leaching into the soil and water.

 ■ Long term exposure to toxic lead compounds causes brain and kidney damage, hearing impairments  
and learning problems in children.

 ■ Symptoms of lead poisoning in individuals include irritability,  
stomach aches, poor appetite, diarrhea and colic. 

 
 ■ Rechargeable batteries contribute up to 28 times 

less impact on global warming than disposable 

batteries. When you use rechargeable batteries 

to create 1kWh of energy, the impact on global 

warming is comparable to driving 16km by car. 

Using disposable batteries is comparable to 

driving 457km. 

 ■ Rechargeable batteries consume up to 23 

times less non-renewable resources (fossil and 

mineral) than disposable batteries. E.g. when 

you use rechargeable batteries to create 1kWh 

of energy, the impact on non-renewable energy 

resources is comparable to extracting 1kg 

of petroleum. Using disposable batteries is 

comparable to extracting 19kg of petroleum. 

 ■ Rechargeable batteries have up to 30 times 

less impact on air pollution (ozone pollution) 

than disposable batteries. When you use 

rechargeable batteries to create 1kWh 

of energy, the impact on air pollution is 

comparable to driving 73km by car. Using 

disposable batteries is comparable to 

driving 2,320km. 
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Protective clothing is important when handling 
hazardous materials such as lead acid.

Safe Handling of Batteries 
When handling batteries that still contain acid, 
appropriate Personal Protective Equipment including 
coveralls, splash shields, protective glasses and 
gloves should be worn at all times. 

Care is required when transporting batteries so that 
leakage from the battery is prevented. 

 ■ No matter what the type of transporting method 
(trucks, boats) used, the batteries should be 
transported inside acid resistant containers, even if 
the batteries are in the vertical position. 

 ■ The containers should be well packed and tied 
securely during transportation. 

 ■ Labels should be used with the appropriate 
symbol and colours to identify the hazardous 
products during transportation. 

 ■ All workers must have their own Personal 
Protective Equipment and must be trained 
on how to use it. 

 ■ Work practices – it is important that the 
facility adopt working policies to minimise 
any health risks to employees. 



Managing used lead acid batteries 
Safe management of used lead acid batteries to minimise health and environmental impacts requires a system of segregation 
from other waste, safe handling and storage, transportation, and environmentally responsible treatment. 

Segregation 
Segregate all batteries from other waste/material. Place small non-deteriorated batteries in a designated battery collection 
container. Batteries can be placed back in original packaging or in sealed plastic bags. Large lead acid batteries must be 
further segregated for separate storage prior to disposal. All batteries must be segregated by type prior to shipment for 
recycling or disposal. 

Safe Storage facility 
Batteries should be stored undercover and in a bunded area. A bund is a concrete wall built all around the storage area and 
designed to contain all the liquid likely to be spilled within the area. Storage should preferably be in the temperature range 
specified by the batteries. In high humidity or the high temperatures common in the Pacific, batteries may deteriorate, causing 
leakage or corrosion of the metal parts. 

Transportation 
The movement of any used lead acid batteries from any Pacific island country requires permitting under the Basel and/or 
Waigani Convention requirements. The process for application can take up to 2 months so adequate planning is important. 
Assistance with permitting can be requested from the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP). 

Recycling 
Batteries can be exported to Fiji (Pacific Batteries Ltd – www.pacificbatteries.com.fj). Contact SPREP for up-to-date list of 
recyclers in Australia and New Zealand. Batteries should always be shipped with the acid intact to ensure that the acid is 
treated and disposed of properly by the recycler. Spill-proof containers must be used to ensure that any accidental spillage 
of the acid during transportation is contained. 

What can you do to reduce battery waste? 
 ■ Buy products that eliminate or minimise batteries e.g. wind-up clocks, solar-powered calculator. 

 ■ Choose rechargeable over single-use disposable batteries for all appropriate applications. 
Rechargeable batteries are considered environmentally friendly because they reduce the total 
number of batteries manufactured and entering the waste stream. 

 ■ Make a commitment to recycle all recyclable batteries. 

Further Reference 
1. Five reasons to use rechargeable batteries,  
    www.aboutmyplanet.com/science-technology/green-household-batteries/ 

2. Lead Acid Batteries – The Problems, www.lead.org.au/lan3n2/lan3n2-5.html 

3. Lead Acid Battery Recycling – Environmental Virtual Campus,  
     www.c2e2.org/evc/GrnLeBa.html 

For more information, contact: Waste Management and Pollution Control Division,  
Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP), sprep@sprep.org  

www.sprep.org
P. O. Box 240, Apia, Samoa  •  +68-5-21929  •  www.sprep.org

VISIon: The Pacific environment – sustaining our livelihoods 
and natural heritage in harmony with our cultures.
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