
On-farm dumps are a common
sight. As the final resting place
for retired farm equipment,
dumps may also contain petro-
leum products, pesticides and
other hazardous materials. Over
time, these substances can
pollute the soil or groundwater,
creating potential legal liability
for farmers. This is particularly
true when farms are sold and the
buyer’s lender requires an envi-
ronmental assessment. 

This publication offers guidelines
for cleaning up farm dumps and
spills and disposing of common
waste materials that threaten to
pollute the environment. Don’t
wait until your farm is for sale to
clean up your dump or spills.
The sooner you do it, the more
likely you will avoid problems.

Cleaning up the farm
dump
Farm dumps typically contain
old machinery and appliances.
But they may also hide contain-
ers of oil or grease, batteries and
pesticides. Cleaning up the dump
can prevent these materials from
polluting your soil and water.

Prior to excavating a dump it is
usually impossible, without
expensive soil testing, to deter-
mine if any soil or groundwater
contamination has occurred.
Excavation of an old dump often
requires the use of a backhoe to
uncover, separate and remove
materials. The best practice is to

eliminate potential liability by
removing everything from a farm
dump, and disposing of it prop-
erly. Some proper disposal
methods are listed below.

◆ Steel, cast iron, aluminum
and other metals should be
recycled through a local recy-
cling program or taken to a
scrap metal recycler.

◆ Old batteries and tires may
be returned to your farm co-
op, implement dealer or
vehicle repair shop.

◆ Most pesticide containers
found in a dump cannot be
recycled because of their age
and condition. Old containers
should be disposed of as solid
waste, after triple rinsing.
Collect the rinsate for proper
disposal,  as discussed on the
back page.

◆ Appliances containing
freon (refrigerators and air
conditioners) should be dis-
posed of through a local co-op,
municipal or county program
that will accept these items.
Take care to avoid allowing
freon to leak into the environ-
ment. 

Any contaminated soils discov-
ered during excavation should be
disposed of by thin-spreading
(discussed in the next section). If
the property where the dump is
located is currently for sale, do
not cover soils exposed during
clean-up. Leaving them exposed

shows the buyer’s inspector that
you have cleaned up the area. If
the property is not for sale and
will not undergo an inspection,
cover the exposed area with
topsoil and seed it to prevent
erosion. 

Petroleum spills
Small spills of petroleum fuels,
compressor oils and hydraulic
fluids are common on the farm.
Wisconsin Department of
Natural Resources (DNR) rules
for cleaning up small spills of
petroleum-stained soils are found
in Chapter NR700 of the
Wisconsin Statutes. While farms,
like other businesses, must report
spills of petroleum products to
the nearest DNR field office, most
small spills that occur on the
farm do not need to be reported
to the DNR. 

Chapter NR706 provides exemp-
tions from spill reporting for:

◆ Petroleum spills on an imper-
vious surface (concrete or
asphalt)

◆ Gasoline spills of less than one
gallon on a pervious surface
(soil, sand or gravel)

◆ Petroleum product spills of
less than five gallons on a per-
vious surface 

Over time, small spills can accu-
mulate and produce contami-
nated soils. Identifying contami-
nated soils that need to be
cleaned up can be done by
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observing stains and dead vege-
tation near fuel tanks, sheds,
compressors and vehicles. These
soils should be cleaned up
promptly to avoid groundwater
contamination. Soil that appears
contaminated should be removed
by shoveling off a layer at a time
until the underlying soil appears
clean. 

Chapter NR718 allows farmers to
remediate (clean up) petroleum-
contaminated soils in amounts of
less than 10 cubic yards by thin-
spreading. To thin-spread, load
petroleum stained soil into the
manure spreader and spread in a
thin layer across a field. This will
allow soil bacteria to degrade the
petroleum products. 

Warning: Take care to avoid
polluting surface waters when thin-
spreading petroleum stained soils.
Do not thin-spread contaminated
soils over frozen ground, near
streams or ponds.

If the property where the spill is
located is currently for sale, do
not cover over the area from
which you have cleared contami-
nated soil. The buyer’s inspector
will then be able see the extent of
the spill, and that it has been
completely cleaned up. If no
inspection is scheduled, cover the
exposed area with gravel or
topsoil, seed it to prevent erosion,
and take steps to prevent future
spills. 

Other common sources
of farm waste materials
Maintenance sheds are often
filled with old supplies and
waste materials such as batteries,
tires, waste oil and cleaning
solvent. These can frequently be
recycled or disposed of at local
vehicle repair shops, implement
dealers, co-ops or municipal col-
lection programs. Always call
ahead to be sure your waste
material will be accepted.

Banned and expired pesti-
cides can be disposed of through
the Department of Agriculture
Clean Sweep Program (see next
column). 

Empty pesticide containers
that have been triple-rinsed can
be disposed of as solid waste, or
collected for a pesticide container
recycling program. Pesticide con-
tainer rinsate should be applied
to a field according to the manu-
facturer’s directions, or stored for
disposal during a pesticide col-
lection program. Containers that
cannot be rinsed may also be dis-
posed of during the Ag Clean
Sweep. 

Abandoned vehicles, imple-
ments, mobile homes and
other large items can contain
valuable metals for recycling.
Scrap dealers often require that
metals be separated before they
can be dropped off for recycling.
Check with your county or local

solid waste coordinator to deter-
mine what your options are for
these large items. 

Removing, disposing of and
installing fuel tanks is subject to
numerous regulations. Please
refer to FARM-A-SYST fact sheet
Petroleum Product Storage (G3536-
4W) for information before
attempting to remove a fuel
storage tank.

For more information
Spill Reporting—Wisconsin
Department of Natural Resources
(DNR), 800/943-0003

Pesticide Collection—
Department of Agriculture, Trade
and Consumer Protection Ag
Clean Sweep Program,
608/224-4545

Pesticide Container
Recycling—FARM-A-SYST,
608/262-0024

Listings of scrap metal recy-
clers—DNR Recycling Markets
Directory, 608/267-7566

State statutes—
http://www.legis.state.wi.us/rsb
/stats.html

Wisconsin Administrative
Code—
http://www.legis.state.wi.us/rsb
/code/composite.html

Permission is granted to copy and distribute for educational purposes

Author: David S. Liebl is a waste management specialist with the University of Wisconsin–Extension, Cooperative Extension.

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, University of Wisconsin–Extension, Cooperative Extension. University of Wisconsin–Extension provides equal opportuni-
ties in employment and programming, including Title IX and ADA requirements. If you need this information in an alternative format,
contact the Office of Equal Opportunity and Diversity Programs or call Extension Publishing at (608)262-2655.

© 2000 by the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System doing business as the division of Cooperative Extension of the
University of Wisconsin–Extension. Send inquiries about copyright permission to: Director, Cooperative Extension Publishing, 201
Hiram Smith Hall, 1545 Observatory Dr., Madison, WI  53706.

This information is available online at www.uwex.edu/shwec/publica.htm. To view this and more Cooperative Extension publica-
tions, visit http://www.uwex.edu/ces/pubs/

Cleaning Up on the Farm:  Reducing liability from spills, dumps and waste materials (G3717-E) I-04-2000


