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Many dry cleaners have expressed 
their desire to evaluate the soil and 
groundwater beneath their business-
es for the presence of dry cleaning 
chemicals, but they are concerned 
that if they go through a cleanup, the 
property could be re-contaminated 
down the road.

Relax, the manner in which dry 
cleaning is conducted today is far 
more protective of the environment 
than it was even 30 years ago. For 
one, the machines designed and 
manufactured today are much safer 
than those of the past. Secondly, the 
safeguards employed today, includ-
ing the installation of spill contain-
ment pans beneath machines and 
automatic shut-offs are protective 
of the environment. Finally, good 
housekeeping practices and the 
proper storage and disposal of spent 
solvent and filters today will greatly 
minimize the potential for spills and 
releases to enter the environment.

Today’s dry cleaning machines, 
the engineered spill prevention 

safeguards, the regulatory compli-
ance requirements, and the overall 
awareness of handling dry cleaning 
solvents has drastically reduced the 
occurrence of accidental spills and 
releases.

Take today’s machines and com-
pare them with old machines. The 
first generation machines were called 
transfer machines and the clothes 
were literally transferred from one 
machine for washing to another ma-
chine for drying. Transfer machines 
experienced a great many leaks due 

to corrosion, metal expansion and 
contraction, general wear and tear 
and equipment vibration. Spills and 
releases were common from door 
gaskets, hose clamps and hoses. Dis-
tillation units were also responsible 
for solvent releases due to faulty 
pressure valves, gaskets, corroded 
coils, and steam boilovers. Another 
source of spills and releases were 
caused during the transfer of solvent 
from delivery trucks to the on-site 
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equipment. It should also be pointed 
out that transfer machines were not 
generally designed to include spill 
containment pans. While it is dif-
ficult to definitively determine how 
much more solvent was released 
into the environment during the 
days when transfer machines were 
commonly in use, reports strongly 
suggest that solvent usage was much 
higher during their lifespan than 
when new machines were brought to 
the industry. Reportedly, PCE usage 
by drycleaners reduced from 360,000 
gallons in the late 1970s to less than 
59,000 gallons in 2000.

Dry-to-dry machines were con-
sidered the 2nd Generation ma-
chines and used less PCE than the 
predecessor transfer machine and 
typically had a containment pan 
built beneath the machine to collect 
accidental spills. It was also more 
technologically advanced than the 
transfer machines.

The 3rd Generation machines 
were also considered dry-to-dry 
machines, but were even more tech-
nologically advanced and included a 
closed loop system which typically 
controlled the delivery of the solvent 
as well as the removal of the solid 
waste. These machines further re-
duced the PCE usage and they were 
also equipped with safeguards such 
as containment pans.

The 4th and 5th Generation ma-
chines further reduced the usage 
of PCE and were even advanced, 
including having refrigerated con-
denser coils, carbon adsorption units 
to capture and recover solvent vapors 
and system shut-down sensors when 
levels were out of balance.

With respect to how waste solvent 

is handled today compared with how 
it was handled in the past it is akin 
to night and day. Historically, spent 
solvent and filters were not consid-
ered to be hazardous waste and the 
material was disposed of in a number 
of ways, including running solvent 
through wastewater separators before 
being discharged to the sanitary sew-
ers. The design of these wastewater 
separators, including those designed 
for a number of the coin operated 
machines, did not allow for a suffi-
cient residence time before the water 
was discharged to the sanitary sewer. 
Consequently, water laden with high 
concentrations of PCE entered the 
sanitary sewers where it migrated 
into the subsurface through cracks 
and pipe joints. Today, water with 
high concentrations of PCE would 
not likely be allowed to be disposed 
of into pubic sewers.

Finally, housekeeping, monitoring 
and reporting are requirements today 
and they have ultimately resulted 
in awareness by dry cleaners that 
has lead directly to the reduction of 
solvents entering the environment 
from spills.

Obviously, the best way to ensure 
that you won’t have a PCE release 
at your business after you have con-
ducted cleanup is to change your 
cleaning solvent. But, short of mak-
ing that big change, operating using 
a 4th or 5th Generation machine, 
initiating environmental safeguards 
such as spill containment pans, 
implementing good housekeeping 
practices, and conducting proper 
machinery maintenance should give 
you a comfort that your business 
operations are not contributing to 
significant environmental impacts.
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