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		Abstract

		The aftermath of Hurricane Katrina brought to the nation's attention the dangers of disease from unmanaged hazardous waste.  Floating debris included drums of medical waste and even human body parts - horrific images that provided a poignant reminder of the need for regulating potentially harmful infectious waste.  Congress recognized this need long ago when it passed the Medical Waste Tracking Act (MWTA), but since this program expired in the early 1990s, little of consequence has been done to regulate medical waste on the federal level.    

Although state regulation of medical waste has increased, the need for federal leadership is more important than ever before.  A waste transporter that conducts business across state lines now faces numerous conflicting medical waste regulations with which it must comply.  Variations in regulatory stringency among the states lead to forum shopping with less strict states becoming dumping grounds for their neighbors.  While many states have adopted waste tracking programs, their effectiveness is undercut by the inability to track waste across state boundaries, both due to a lack of uniformity in tracking methods and the inability of states to enforce regulations beyond their borders.  Finally, individual generators of medical waste, including diabetics and even I.V. drug users, are almost always overlooked by state and federal programs.  The absence of appropriate disposal methods for these sources results in billions of sharps discarded in municipal trash bins each year, endangering millions more Americans.      It is now time for a uniform federal system of medical waste regulation - one which (1) specifies minimum standards for handling, disposal, and treatment; (2) calls for nationwide tracking; (3) creates a regulatory framework for individual sources of medical waste; and (4) imposes civil and criminal liability for individuals who violate medical waste regulations.  If we cannot muster the political will to tackle medical waste regulation today, thousands of Americans may pay for our failures with their lives. 
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