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An Internationally-Recognized Source of GHG Emissions Mitigation  

http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es802395e
http://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/eea_report_2009_9
http://www.calrecycle.ca.gov/Actions/PublicNoticeDetail.aspx?id=735&aiid=689
http://www.calrecycle.ca.gov/Actions/PublicNoticeDetail.aspx?id=735&aiid=689
http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/EnergyFromWaste-PDF1.pdf
http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/EnergyFromWaste-PDF1.pdf
http://www.thirdway.org/report/getting-it-right-the-next-fifteen-years-of-energy
http://www.thirdway.org/report/getting-it-right-the-next-fifteen-years-of-energy
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W aste-to-energy (WTE) meets the two basic criteria 
for establishing what a renewable energy resource 
is—its fuel source (trash) is sustainable and indige-

nous.  Waste-to-energy facilities recover valuable energy from 
trash after efforts to “reduce, reuse, and recycle” have been 
implemented by households and local governments.  Waste-to-
energy facilities generate clean renewable energy and deserve 
the same treatment as any other renewable energy resource. 

• Trash Would Otherwise go to a Landfill.  Waste-to-energy 
facilities use no fuel sources other than the waste that 
would otherwise be sent to landfills. 

• State Renewable Statutes Already Include WTE. 31 states, 
the District of Columbia, and two territories have defined 
waste-to-energy as renewable energy in various state stat-
utes and regulations, including renewable portfolio stand-
ards. 

• Communities with WTE Have Higher Recycling Rates.  Stud-
ies have demonstrated that average recycling rate of com-
munities served by waste-to-energy is higher than the na-
tional average. 

• WTE Has a Long History as Renewable.  Waste-to-energy 
has been recognized as renewable by the federal govern-
ment for nearly thirty years under a variety of statutes, reg-
ulations, and policies.  Many state have recognized as re-
newable under state statutes as well.  The renewable sta-
tus has enabled waste-to-energy plants to sell credits in 
renewable energy trading markets, as well as to the federal 
government through competitive bidding processes. 

• Renewable Designations Benefit Many Local Governments 
and Residents.  The sale of renewable energy credits cre-
ates revenue for local governments that own waste-to-
energy facilities, helping to reduce a community’s cost of 
processing waste.  The U.S. Conference of Mayors has 
adopted several resolutions supporting waste-to-energy as 
a renewable resource. 
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Waste-to-energy facilities are subject to standards that are among the most stringent in the world. Under the Clean Air Act, more than $1 billion 
was invested in upgrades to air quality control systems at America’s waste-to-energy facilities. The results were so dramatic that the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency wrote that the “upgrading of the emissions control systems of large combustors to exceed the requirements of 
the Clean Air Act Section 129 standards is an impressive accomplishment.”  

In addition to combustion controls, waste-to-energy facilities employ sophisticated air quality control equipment, such as selective non-catalytic 
reduction” or “SNCR”, scrubbers, activated carbon Injection, and fabric filter baghouses.   

As a result of the controls employed at these plants, dramatic reductions in emissions have been achieved, leading EPA to conclude that the 
emissions performance of waste-to-energy “has been outstanding.” (Stevenson, EPA, 2007)   
  

In 2006, the U.S. EPA published an inventory of dioxin 
emissions for the U.S. covering the period from 1987–
2000. A peer-reviewed paper by Dwyer and Themelis* pro-
vides an updated inventory of all U.S. dioxin emissions to 
the atmosphere in the year 2012. The sources of emis-
sions of ‘‘dioxins” were separated into two classes: con-
trolled industrial and open burning sources. The 2012 diox-
in emissions from 53 U.S. waste-to-energy (WTE) power 
plants were compiled on the basis of detailed data ob-
tained from the two major U.S. WTE companies, represent-
ing 84% of the total MSW combusted (27.4 million metric 
tons).  

The dioxin emissions of all U.S. WTE plants in 2012 were 
3.4 g TEQ and represented 0.54% of the controlled indus-
trial dioxin emissions, and 0.09% of all dioxin emissions 

from controlled and open burning sources. 
*Dwyer, H., Themelis, N.J. Inventory of U.S. 2012 dioxin emissions to 
atmosphere. Waste Management (2015), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/
j.wasman.2015.08.009    

Columbia University Conducts Research 
on the Modern Day Dioxin Emissions WTE Throughput vs. Emissions  

(1987-2012) 


