
Primer on Closed Landfills in North Carolina 
This primer explains what closed landfills are in North Carolina, the risks they may 
pose, and what protections exist. It’s meant to help communities understand the 
basics and know where to push for stronger safeguards.

WHAT IS A “CLOSED” LANDFILL?
A landfill that is no longer accepting waste for disposal is a “closed” landfill. 

Sometimes, a landfill may be separated into parts and might still be 
accepting waste in one part while following closed landfill requirements 
for another. There are three main types of closed landfills, and each is 
subject to different legal requirements.

PRE-REGULATORY LANDFILLS
Landfills that stopped operating before January 1, 1983 are “pre-
regulatory.”  These landfills don’t have to follow many regulatory 
rules, but the state may use public funds to reduce health or 

environmental risks.

POST-CLOSURE LANDFILLS 
Typically, landfills that have stopped accepting waste within the 
last 30 years are in their “post-closure” period. Landfills in their 
“post-closure” period are required to monitor, operate, and 
maintain the site for 30 years after they stop accepting waste. 
This period may be longer or shorter depending on the risk 
associated with the landfill.  

Post-closure landfills must take care of several safety steps. 
This includes: 

•	 Handling leachate (polluted liquid that forms when 
rainwater mixes with buried trash) so it doesn’t pollute 
soil or water. 

•	 Running gas control systems to prevent explosions and 
harmful air pollution. 

•	 Regularly checking nearby land and water for signs of 
contamination.

CUSTODIAL CARE
Landfills that have completed their post-closure period are no longer required 
to continue as many monitoring or management activities. Even after a landfill 
enters its “custodial care” period, its owners and operators are still responsible 
for minimizing risks to people and the environment.

SPEAK UP
Look out for 
opportunitites 
to engage with 
the NCDEQ 
stakeholder 
process in Fall 
2025 to share 
what you think 
lawmakers 
should require 
during the post-
closure and 
custodial care 
peridos.



LOOK UP RECORDS 
Ask your local health 
department or the 
NC Department 
of Environmental 
Quality (DEQ) for 
monitoring reports 
about nearby landfills.

CONNECT WITH NEIGHBORS
Community groups 
can share information, 
track problems, and 
advocate together for 
stronger protections. 

PARTNER WITH ADVOCATES
Environmental 
justice organizations 
and public health 
groups often support 
communities working 
on landfill issues.

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
Weak environmental safeguards 
disproportionately impact 
communities of color and low-
wealth communities that are already 
overburdened by pollution sources. 
Strong post-closure care requirements 
can help address historical inequities. 

FUNDING
By law, landfill operators must set 
aside money for 30 years to cover 
clean-up and monitoring. But each 
year, the state may let them lower this 
amount, even if there’s no proof the 
site is safer. This could leave too little 
money to fix pollution problems. 

RISK ASSESSMENT
Officials sometimes use old data to 
judge risks. For example, they may 
not consider how certain industrial 
toxic chemicals like PFAS (‘forever 
chemicals’) spread through soil and 
water. Using up-to-date science is key 
to protecting communities. 

COVER MAINTENANCE
Landfills are sealed with a cap made 
of soil and a barrier layer. Taking care 
of that cap — fixing damage, planting 
grass to stop erosion, and keeping 
drainage working — is essential to 
prevent buried waste from leaking 
out and mixing with water, and other 
issues that affect communities. 

KEY ISSUES  
Communities near closed landfills often want stronger rules and landfill 
permits to protect families and the environment, while the solid waste industry 
often pushes for less regulation. If you are concerned about pollution from a 
closed landfill in your community, you might consider the following issues:

HOW TO LEARN MORE AND GET INVOLVED 
If you want to get involved in protecting your community from the risks of 
closed landfills, here are some ways to start: 

SHARE YOUR STORY
Each community 
has different 
concerns and 
priorities. 
Consider 
discussing your 
concerns about 
closing landfill 
requirements with 
your neighbors, 
family and friends, 
and decision 
makers.

REPORT
Report problems 
using the anonyous 
comment tool.

MAP
Use the NC Community Mapping System to learn 
more about closed landfills near your community.

RAISE CONCERNS
You can attend DEQ 
public meetings, 
write comments on 
proposed landfill 
rules, or contact 
local officials to 
push for better 
safeguards. Learn 
more by signing up 
for DEQ’s community 
engagement listserv.
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