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18 November 2021 
 
Dear Colleagues, 
 
 
INTERIM PROTOCOL FOR DECOMMISSIONING OF NITROUS OXIDE MANIFOLDS 
DL (2021) 41    
 
Many NHS teams within Scotland have recognised that their nitrous oxide manifold is 
redundant or excessive compared to actual need and are ready to decommission or reduce 
provision of this supply.  This is an excellent development for the environment and our 
ambitions for NHS Scotland to become a net-zero health service as nitrous oxide is a potent 
greenhouse gas and ozone depleting substance. 
 
However, the decommissioning of nitrous oxide manifold creates a risk that the gas 
contained within surplus cylinders will be released to the atmosphere on return to the 
manufacturer.  
 
Under the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Authority’s Rules and Guidance 
for Pharmaceutical Manufacturers and Distributors 2017 (The Orange Guide) and the Rules 
Governing Medicinal Products in the European Union, 
 
“Cylinders that have been returned for refilling should be prepared with care in order to 
minimise the risks of contamination, in line with the procedures defined in the Marketing 
Authorisation. These procedures, which should include evacuation and/or purging 
operations, should be validated.” 
 
It is the Scottish Government’s understanding that, as a result, at present all cylinders 
returned to medical gas suppliers will be directly emitted to the environment. Thus, as we 
decommission nitrous oxide manifolds, each site will liberate a significant amount of nitrous 
oxide. It is imperative that we avoid this and as such we are exploring catalytic cracking 
solutions along with other practical options to deal with these cylinders and avoid this 
harmful event. 
 
To mitigate the risk of this potential emissions event, after consulting with NHS engineers, 
the Scottish Government is directing Health Boards to follow the interim decommissioning 
protocol set out in the Annex to this letter until a longer term solution is found. The process 
will be kept under review nationally and we will inform you of any developments. 
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I thank you for your co-operation in this matter. 
 
Yours faithfully, 

 
 
Alan Morrison 
Deputy Director for Health Infrastructure, Investment and PPE 
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ANNEX – INTERIM PROTOCOL FOR DECOMMISSIONING OF NITROUS OXIDE 
MANIFOLDS   
 
Where a Health Board intends to decommission a nitrous oxide manifold, it should take the 
following steps: 
 

1. Isolate the manifold supply at final distribution system valve 
2. Turn off the cylinder valves 
3. Insert proprietary blanking plugs at all N2O outlets, so as to indicate unavailability and 

to stop depressurisation of system and local area alarm activation 
4. In longer term, arrange for the local area alarm setting to be deactivated 
5. Advise Pharmacy that the manifold is no longer in use  
6. Pharmacy informs Medical Gas Supplier  
7. Keep cylinders on site and in situ (in bank set up) until the nitrous oxide can be safely 

disposed of through catalytic cracking 
 
 




