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LIF Technical Statement No. 1

Capacitors containing polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) for fluorescent and discharge lighting

Introduction

Much has been written about the use of PCBs in lighting and other electrical equipment. Unfortunately some published information has been unnecessarily alarmist and inaccurate. LIF represents the principal UK manufacturers of lighting equipment. It has produced this statement to clarify the situation concerning PCBs and lighting capacitors.

PCBs – The Facts

Small PCB–filled capacitors were used in discharge and fluorescent lamp luminaires until about 1976 and some of these luminaires are still in service. Typically and capacitors contain about 50 grammes of the lower chlorinated PCBs, mostly absorbed in the windings of the capacitor. These capacitors do not carry a label identifying a PCB content but they are normally date-coded. Lighting capacitors made in the UK after 1976 are unlikely to contain PCBs.

From 1974 UK capacitor manufacturers began the changeover to metallized paper (mineral oil impregnated) or metallized polypropylene (dry film). Government regulations banned the sale of PCB-filled capacitors from 30 June 1996. Installed lighting capacitors containing PCBs can continue to be used if the capacitor case remains serviceable.
Lighting capacitors eventually fail and in certain instances the PCB may leak out. As warm PCB has the consistency and appearance of light oil, it can flow into the luminaire body and onto a diffuser. The total amount of PCB in a capacitor is small:

250V capacitors (typically 8.4 µF) contain typically 30cc.

440V capacitors (typically 7.2 µF) contain typically 55cc.

If a PCB leakage occurs, it will normally manifest itself in the early stages as a brown stain on the luminaire and/or diffuser. In these circumstances the luminaire should first be isolated from the mains. Operatives should wear gloves* and avoid direct contact with the liquid. The capacitor should 
be removed from the luminaire and wrapped in absorbent material. It should then be placed in a plastic bag with any material used to clean the luminaire.

It may be disposed of with other normal waste unless local requirements specify otherwise. Operatives should replace the defective capacitor with a suitable capacitor of modern construction.

Since all the luminaires in the installation were probably installed at the same time, the other capacitors should be checked for signs of leakage.

If the capacitors are intact they need not be disturbed. The capacitor makers, however, would recommend that all PCB filled capacitors should be replaced. In most circumstances, changing to new, energy efficient, luminaires will provide a safe, long term solution.

When large enough lighting capacitors are to be disposed of together, then the procedures for bulk disposal of PCBs should be followed involving incineration at plant specially designed for that purpose. Full guidance is given in the Department of Environment Waste Management Paper No. 6.

Many local authorities have waste disposal officers who can offer practical guidance on disposal procedures. The local waste disposal officer should be contacted to offer advice and assistance during the initial stages of a replacement program.
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