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INCINERATORS IN TROUBLE 
 

z Waste incineration is a f lawed approach that is expensive, polluting, and inefficient; aging incinerators are 
causing trouble with toxic emissions, odor, fires, financial insecurity, and environmental injustice.  

z We are calling for a just transition to a zero waste society to protect the environ ment, communities, and 
workers from harm and to redesign our future by progressively minimizing and ultimately ending waste 
disposal in incinerators and landfills.  

 

.S. Most of them are 
reaching their lifespan of 30 years, as all but one of the incinerators were built in the 1980s and 1990s. Proposals 
for expansion have been popping up all over the country evading local demands for decommissioning and a safer 
environm ent. Challenges caused by aging incinerators are still present today, constantly harming communities 
with an ever -increasing number of emissions violations, explosions and fires, and worker safety issues. 

 
»ôÊĵǑĭ ĵôã xĩęÖĊãĐ Ň÷ĵô »Êĭĵã NĒØ÷ĒãĩÊĵ÷ęĒƷ 
Incineration  including gasification, pyrolysis, and plasma arc  is not a viable solution for waste 

 
 
Was te  o f  ener gy: Waste incinerators generate electricity at a low efficiency rate due to the low calorific 
value of waste.1 Still, they emit large quantities of climate pollution including carbon dioxide, mercury, dioxins, 
and ultra -fine particles. Compared to coal, waste incineration produces higher carbon pollution per unit of 
energy.2 
  
Was te  o f  r esou rces: 
More than 90% of materials currently disposed of in incinerators and landfills can be  reused, recycled, and 
composted.3 Compared to more sustainable waste management methods,4 incinerators and landfills contribute 
far higher levels of greenhouse gas emissions and overall energy throughout their lifecycles.  
 
Was te  o f  money: Waste incinerati on is the most expensive way to produce electricity. 5  The waste 
incineration industry has the highest ratio of negative economic impacts from air pollution compared to the 
financial value added by the industry. 6 In addition waste incineration capital and o peration costs exceed those 
of advanced nuclear energy, coal, solar, and wind.7 
 
Was ted  oppo r tu n i t i es: Zero waste practices such as source reduction, reuse, recycling, and composting 
serve to mitigate climate change more efficiently, emitting significantly  less greenhouse gas throughout the life 
cycles of the same materials.8  The same goes for renewable energies including solar and wind power. 
Opportunities are lost with green jobs as well. In the U.S, recycling creates 10-20 times more jobs than 
incinerators. 9 
 
O ve rbu r dened  commu n i t i es: Waste incineration  industry in the U.S.  is disproportionately located in low -
income communities  and communities  of color, burdening residents with high toxicity, accidents, and noise. 
This leads to significant health risks including asthma 10and cancers.11     
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Potential Pollutants Generated from Burning of Waste 
 

* Modern air pollution control devices can capture and concentrate some of the pollutants in the incinerators. 
However, they neither prevent captured pollutants from being released into the environment in the form of ash, 
slag, or sludge, nor can they capture many hazardous emissions such as ultra-fine particles.  
 
 
     Source: Rö mbke, J., et al. Ecotoxicological characterisation of 12 incineration ashes using 6 laboratory tests.                                                                                                                                         
                    Waste Management, 2009 
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Incinerators in Trouble ǅ A SNAPSHOT 
This fact sheet features five  key locations where local communities have long raised their voice against waste 
incinerators through strong organizing. While only a fraction of the whole picture is presented here, e ach 
facility's extreme air emission records, accidents, other health - and safety- related concerns and financial issues 
serve as specific examples of the failure waste incinerators are facing throughout the nation . 
 

 

  Hennepin Energy Resource Center (HERC)  

Minneapolis, Minnesota  

Operator: Covanta  

Year: 1989-current  
 

emission aging 

Wheelabrator Baltimore (BRESCO)   

Baltimore, Maryland  

Operator: Wheelabrator  

Year: 1985-current  
 

 emission aging 

Detroit Renewable Power   

Detroit, Michigan  

Operator: Detroit Renewable Energy  

Year: 1989-current  

 

emission odor aging 

Commerce Refuse-to-Waste Facility (CREF)  

Commerce, California 

Operator: County of Los Angeles  

Year: 1986-2018  

 

 emission  shutdown  

Southeast Resource Recovery 

Long Beach, California 

Operator: Covanta 

Year: 1988-current  

 

 emission aging 
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Commerce Refuse-to-Waste Facility (CREF) 
#Shutdown  

 
Fac i l i ty  H is to ry 
Commerce Refuse-to-Waste Facility (CREF) occupies approximately 5.7 acres of land in an industrial 

area within the City of Commerce. The facility has combusted an average of 350 tons of solid waste per 

day since its operation began in late 1986. CREF is owned by Valley Plating Works, Inc. and the 

Commerce Refuse to Energy Authority, a joint powers authority between the City of Commerce and 

the County Sanitation  District of Los Angeles.12 The facility  claims that it  has been awarded and 

recognized for being the cleanest waste-to-energy plant in the world for its advanced air pollution 

control. 13  

I ssues 
The air quality in Southeast LA  is among the worst in the nation. Residents have been exposed to toxic 

emissions from industrial sources including the incinerator , rail yards , and ports, which can lead to 

cancer risks and respiratory conditions. The facility has several records of significant non -compliance 

of the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) in 2013 and through 2016 to 2018, that were 

reported to EPA by Los Angeles County Fire Department with no further details available to the public. 14 

raises concerns about an unusual occurrence of purple smoke, 

emission exceedances of nitrogen oxide (NOx), exceedances of permitted tonnage and forced outages from 2011 

to 2017.15  

 
From left to right, the EPA 

EJScreen map shows that 

communities  near the 

incinerator face the country 's 

greatest health risks in 

respiratory hazards, fine 

particulate matters levels in the 

air and cancer risks.16 

Commun i ty  E f fo r ts 
The local community group East Yard Communities for Environmental Justice (EYCEJ) has raised their voice 

against state incentives and legislation favorable to the incinerator . Lobbying efforts to block renewable  energy 

subsidies for  incineration paid off  when the facility was forced to cease operation after losing its Power 

Purchase Agreement (PPA) with its energy suppliers. Community activists 

closure, an achievement made possible by more than 30 years of community efforts against incineration . 

EYCEJ has led the conversation on air quality regulations and lead contamination  in the area, placing 

a strong emphasis on environmental justice to ensure that communities of all races and incomes 

have strong environmental protections and equal access to a safe and healthy environment . 

 

La tes t  Deve lopments 
The closure of Commerce Refuse-to-Energy Facility is scheduled for June 30, 

2018. Officials cited insufficient funds as the main cause. Local community 

groups will watch and guide the decommissioning process to ensure 

a just transition of the post -incinerator site. As two other 

incinerators are still present in California, they will continue 

to demand a shift from trash incineration to zero waste 

systems placing environmental justice and safety 

as a priority  for nearby communities .  

1986 
Began 
operation  

2018 
Shutdown  
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Hennepin Energy Recovery Center (HERC) 
#Emissions #Asth ma 

 

Fac i l i ty  H is to ry 
The Hennepin Energy Resource Center (HERC), a 15-acre facility located on the edge of downtown  

Minneapolis, Minnesota, began commercial operation in October 1989. Owned by Covanta and 

operating as Covanta Hennepin Energy Resource Co., LLC, the facility processes 1,212 tons   

per day of mixed municipal solid waste  in its two 606 -ton-per-day mass burn 

units. 

 
I ssues 

-generating facilities  because of 

its pollution impacts. Even though the  state of Minnesota prioritizes reuse and recycling, it places a 

higher value on incineration with energy recovery than landfilling.  Minnesota is considered a 

national leader in utilizing waste-to-energy incineration , burning roughly 20% of its waste in 

incinerator . EPA data showed that in 2011 HERC ranked number one in arsenic emissions.17 The plant 

was in the upper ranks for chromium III and VI  as well as condensable particulate matter .18 2012 EPA data 

showed that nitrogen  oxide emissions are twice as high at waste-to-energy facilities in Minnesota  than in  coal-

fired plants. 19 HERC is also seen as an issue of environmental justice. There are several elementary schools and 

low-income African American neighborhoods north of the plant  that are particularly impacted by the 

emissions.20  

Commun i ty  Ef fo r ts  
Since 2009, the question of whether the facility should be expanded or shut down has been a point of 

contention among environmental advo cates and city and county leaders. A joint campaign organized by the 

Sierra Club, Neighbors Against the Burner  (NAB), and other organizations led to a successful stop to an 

expansion plan in 2012. Since 2016, environmental groups including the Minnesota chapter of Sierra Club , the 

Minnesota Public Interest Research Group and Eureka Recycling actively joined forces to phase out the HERC. 

Their ultimate goal  is to halt operations at the facility and to facilitat e community efforts to make the best use 

of the site.21 The groups urged the state to comply with new federal regulations that encourage a transition from 

coal and gas power plants by 2030 by closing down the HERC. Financial support provided to the polluting  

facility  by the state's Renewable Development Fund has also been a major controversy. The fund financed by 

ratepayers in Min nesota and Wisconsin has been managed by Xcel Energy, a utility holding company that 

operates its own power plants and waste incinerators  

La tes t  Deve lopments 
In October 2016, Covanta lost their incineration  contract with Hennepin county  to Great River Energy, 

a Minnesota -based electric cooperative. The district court also denied Covanta  a 
temporary restraining order  against the county .22 Moreover, t he Power Purchase Agreement 

(PPA) between the incinerator and Xcel Energy, that serves as a significant revenue 
source for the facility , expired at the end of 2017.23 Environmental  advocates are 

keeping an eye on the next contract renewal , which is expected to take place in 
2020 or 2021, as well as the expiration of the PPA . The momentum is gaining 

as the city  of Minneapolis  explicitly mentioned in the Zero Waste Plan 
adopted by its City Council on December 8 that  energy recovery is 

not an applicable method for achieving its zero waste goals. 
They have set a laudable goal to recycle and compost 50% of 

y 2020, and 80% by 2030.24 

1989 
Began operation 

2012 
Expansion 

plans  
stopped 2018 

Contract extended  

2020-2021 
Contract set to renew 
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Wheelabrator Baltimore (BRESCO)  
#NOx_emissions 

 

Fac i l i ty  H is to ry 
The Baltimore Refuse Energy Systems Company (BRESCO) is a waste incinerator  

located in Southwest Baltimore . BRESCO began operation in 1985 and later 

Wheelabrator Technologies Inc. became a new owner in 2014.The city of Baltimore has 

been the main supplier of waste burned at the facility is in turn, the largest 

source of waste for the city's Quarantine Road Landfill , which is also located in South Baltimore. 25 

More than a dozen sites near the facility are declared Brownfields by the EPA. 

 
I ssues 
The facility has been ants including nitrous oxides (NOx)  26, sulfur dioxide, 

formaldehyde, mercury 27, and hydrochloric acid.  28 BRESCO released 82% of the sulfur dioxide and 64 % of the 

nitrogen oxides emitted by smokest acks within city limits in 2014 .29 All  these toxic emissions pose a serious public 

risk, especially to elders and children. Baltimore already has an unusually high rate of asthma, which is present 

among one in every five chi ldren, and the city has the highest emissions-related mortality rate in the U.S. 30 It is 

estimated in health care expenses annually.31 The state 

Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS), however, classifies trash incinerators  as a source of renewable power, 

allowing them  to collect subsidies.32 The facility has received over $10 million in "renewable" energy subsidies 

from the electric bills of Maryland residents since 2012. 33    

 

Commun i ty  E f fo r ts 
Activists and r esidents in Baltimore have fought against BRESCO for a long time, taking part in public  processes 

regarding the in cinerator  pollution and advocating for zero waste.34 Organizations including United Workers, 

Energy Justice Network, Institute for Local Self Reliance  (ILSR), Environmental Integrity Project (EIP) and others 

have pushed the city for  strict er regulation s on NOx emissions and for more long-term sustainable solutions , 

demanding an independent investigation o f and for better disclosure of data.35 On 

September 28, 2017, the City Council Committee unanimously approved a resolution  to drastically reduce 

NOx limits .36 The Council has also adopted resolutions on zero waste and the Paris Climate Agreement, 

which included pledges to disincentivize waste -to-energy and to develop a waste management plan to ultimately 

eliminate incineration.  

 

La tes t  Deve lopments 

phasing out trash incineration is gaining urgency. As of May 2018, there have been many legislative 

attempts to limit subsidies for trash incinerators and eventually phase out incineration. Although it did 

not advance to the House of Delegates during the last rule-making session the Senate passed a bill 

that would have removed trash incineration from the states Renewable Portfolio Standard. 37 

December 2021.38 Recently the Ci

issued a request for proposals to develop a plan that would keep the incinerator 

City Council 39. Despite these attempts to give a lifeline to the BRESCO 

remain committed to clean air and a zero waste future for 

the city of Baltimore.  

 

1985 
Began operation 

2016 
#1 NOx 
emitter  

in the city  

2021 
Contract set to expire 

2017 
Resolution on stricter 
NOx regulations 
adopted 
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Southeast Resource Recovery 
#no_subsidies_for_WtE  

 

Fac i l i ty  H is to ry 
The Southeast Resource Recovery Facility (SERRF) is a waste-to-energy plant operating as 

Covanta Long Beach Renewable Energy. The facility, the largest among three incinerators in 

California, began commercial operation in July 1988 partly in response to a closure of a nearby 

landfill in 1980. Covanta, a corporation that operates 45 waste-to-energy plants in North 

America, China and Europe, took over the 30-year operating lease in Long Beach in 

2009. It processes 1,380 tons of solid waste a day generated from the 

City of Long Beach. The County Sanitation Districts of Los Angeles 

County  own s the facility  with the city  under  a joint agreement. 

 

I ssues 
Like many trash incinerators in the nation, the facility has raised health and environment al issues around its 

air pollution, sewage treatment and ash management. The Department of Environmental Conservation has 

also cited this incinerator with $500,000 in fines, with scant information available on the details of this 

citation. 40 Just recently in March 2018, an excessive ash build up near the facility roads was reported following 
41  

Off -site migration of ash, a thick buildup of muddy residue as well as inadequate measures to minimize the 

creation, emission, or accumulation of excessive dust and particulates have been constantly raised as concerns 

during inspections since 2005.  

 
Commun i ty  E f fo r ts 
Environmental groups including East Yard Communities for E nvironmental Justice (EYCEJ), California 

Communities Against Toxics, and Long Beach Alliance for Children with Asthma represent hundreds of 

residents from East Los Angeles, Commerce, Southeast Los Angeles, Wilmington, and Long Beach, and have 

advocated for a clean, pollution-free environment. In an open letter sent to a state member in April 2017, the 

groups expressed strong opposition to a proposed bill AB655, which would have allowed trash burning to 

qualify as a form of renewable energy 

Standard (RPS). 42 Emphasizing the firsthand and ongoing impact of living in the shadows of three 

waste incinerators, the groups called for zero-waste policies and waste diversion 

through recycling and upcycling that can protect low -income communities of color from being sacrifice zones. 

The bill was brought to a halt in January 2018 following a public hearing and fierce resistance from residents 

living ne ar the facility.  

La tes t  Deve lopments 
The 30-year agreement between the city and Covanta Long Beach Renewable Energy, a 

subsidiary of Covanta Holding Corporation, was supposed to end in 2018. Long Beach City 

Council, however, approved an extension of the contract in 2015 celebrating the long -

term, successful partnership with Covanta and keeping the facility viable until 

June 30, 2024.43   

  

1989 
Began operation 

2018 
30-year agreement 

set to expire 

2015 
Operation extended 
until 2024  
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Detroit Renewable Power #emissions #odor #lawsuit 
 
Fac i l i ty  H is to ry 
Detroit Renewable Power 44  also known as the Detroit incinerator  is the largest municipal solid 

waste incinerator in the state of Michigan. The facility was originally built by the City of Detroit in  

1986 and began operation in 1989. It was sold to private hands including Detroit Renewable Energy  

a consortium formed in 2010.  The incinerator has processed up to 3,300 tons of 

municipal solid waste per day into refuse -derived fuel. 45 The facility is located on 

the east side of Detroit, where over 7,000 people including 1,544 children  live 

within just one mile of the incinerator. 46 

 
I ssues 
Ever since the incinerator came online in the 1980s, residents and activists have raised serious 
concerns over its environmental impact and the cost for Detroit . According to Breathe Free Detroit, 
the facility has violated the Clean Air Act more than 400 times in 2016 and 2017 alone. 47 This includes carbon 
monoxide, sulfur dioxide and particulate matter from the RDF -fired boilers . In addition, the facility has failed 
to meet quality assurance requirements for emission monitoring .48 In 2015 and 2016 alone, the incinerator was 
cited 21 times for odor violations and 19 times for toxic emissions, exceeding the amount of certain pollutants 
allowed in its permit .49 In Detroit, asthma-related emergencies are five times more prevalent among children 
living in the city  than children living throughout the state of Michigan. 50  The incinerator further raises 
environmental justice issues as more than 80% of the waste burned at the incinerator originates outside the 
county. 51 Also 60% of the population in the nearby community exposed to toxic pollutants of the incineration 
are residents below the poverty line and over 87% are people of color.52 In 2014 and 2017, the facility was subject 
to state enforcement action as a result of odor and emissions violations, respectively.  
 

Commun i ty  E f fo r ts 
Environmental groups have pushed for years to halt operations at the incinerator.  Following dozens of 
emission and odor violations, the Great Lakes Environmental Law Center  filed a notice of intent to sue the 
operator, the state, and the U.S. EPA on October 17, 2016.53 In a press release, the organization placed a strong 
emphasis on environmental injustice caused by the incinerat or, stating that as little as 19% of garbage actually 
comes from Detroit households. In late  was formed to protect 
nearby communities by shutting down the incinerator a nd working toward zero waste policies. East Michigan 
Environmental Action Council, Ecology Center, Great Lakes Environmental Law Center , Global Alliance for 
Incinerator Alternatives, and numerous residents of Detroit and surrounding communities are working 
together in BFD to achieve this goal.54 In addition, t he Zero Waste Detroit coalition has been a longtime 
advocate against waste burning  at the incinerator and  is working to get the city of Detroit to adopt a zero waste 

system of waste management.   

 
La tes t  Deve lopments 

In early 2017, the state reached a consent agreement with the incinerator over some of the 

violations. The facility agre ed to update its shutdown/start -up procedures, pay a 

$149,000 penalty and be liable for any fines related to future violations. The 

agreement is seen as insufficient to local groups and residents because it only 

violations .55 

with Detroit Renewable Power ends in 2021, providing a great 

opportunity to move Detroit toward sustainability. The city is 

already moving in this direction.  In 2017, the Mayor 

endorsed a goal of 100% renewable energy by 2035, 

which excludes incineration. Detroit can and must 

take action to stay on the right path.   

1989 
Began operation 

2015 & 2016 
Emissions & 

Odor 
violations  

2014 & 2017 
Consent agreement 
reached over 
previous emission 
violations  

http://www.recovery4detroit.com/
http://www.recovery4detroit.com/
http://www.recovery4detroit.com/
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Solutions: zero waste systems 
 

INCINERATION:  A FLAWED APPROACHED  
In many cities, incinerators came online as a remedy for worsening waste crises. Their cheerful prognosis 
had strings attached however, including toxic emission violations, odor s, noise, and the constant demand for 
a sufficient amount of waste to be used as a daily feedstock. Beyond the extremely high costs of building, 
operating, and maintaining them, incinerators inflict economic and environmental damage on communities 
by discouraging much-needed efforts to conserve resources, reduce waste, and encourage recycling and 
composting. In addition to exposing health impacts and heavy financial cost, zero waste can be a powerful 
strategy to close incinerators  because it allows cities to dramatically  prevent and reduce waste, replacing 
obsolete waste burning with vibrant, people -led zero waste systems
crisis.  

 
Re th ink ing  Was te  Managemen t 
Many governmental bodies in the U.S. follow a waste 
management hierarchy developed by EPA. The hierarchy 
ranks various waste management strategies to guide policy 
planning. While it prioritizes reducing, reusing, and recycling, 

energy recovery  including combustion, 
gasification, and pyrolysis  to landfilling. Zero Waste International 
Alliance (ZWIA) counter -argued this norm by adopting the Zero 
Waste Hierarchy, pointing out the problem of promot ing 
incineration over landfilling  and highlighting the core principle of 
the highest and best use.56  
Hierarchy, which many environmental groups endorse, high 

recovering energy is only acceptable using systems that 
operate at biological temperature s and pressure. The highest 
t ,  lists measures to be taken for a systemic 
change such as redesigning, financial incentives, reduction of 
consumption, and community engagement.  

Al te rna t i ves  ex is t 
Fortunately, the transformation towar d a waste-free, just society has already begun. Many cities have 
implemented  zero waste plans and comprehensive strategies getting close to their zero waste goals. Driven 
by local leaders and recyclers, zero waste solutions are changing our perception and the narrative around 
resource consumption, protecting the environment and marginalized communities from toxic pollution.  

KEY ELEMENTS OF Zero  Waste   
Zero Waste rethinks current consumption and production patterns to align them within planetary 

boundaries. Zero waste systems set goals and implement policies, prioritizing upstream design of products 

and processes, to use less resources, conserve and recover  materials through sustainable and just practices 

such as reuse, recycling and composting , in an environmentally safe and socially inclusive way. Ultimately, 

Zero Waste aims at progressively reducing residual waste to end waste incineration and burial.  

 

Æãĩę »Êĭĵã ĵę ^ÊĒÞí÷ĊĊ Ǩ Æãĩę »ÊĭĵãƳ 

implicitly allowing trash burni ng. While there can be diverse ways to define Zero Waste, diverting waste 

from incinerators as well as landfills is an ultimately essential element. Simply put, understanding what zero 

waste is NOT makes it easier to understand what it really is:   


