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While this pile of 
Philadelphia's ash sits on 
the incinerator grounds, 
shiploads have toured the 
Caribbean and Africa's 
west coast. 

RISING FROM THE ASHES 
Our Trash Shouldn't Burn 

by judy Christrup 

A drab yellow Department of Public Works dumptruck pulls into a rusting sheet-metal alcove at the in­
cinerator in northeast Washington, D.C. The driver positions the truck bed under a grimy chute and 
with a clattering roar, the truck fills with dense dark ash and charred twisted metals. Pausing only a 
moment, he pulls his truck out, the container full yet uncovered, and heads for the on ramp to 1-295 
East 

Our Toyota follows, bumping along the pitted interstate. The windshield darkens as the ash blows 
off the load. A circuitous route leads us to our final destination-a dumpsite in a ravine off Martin Lu-

ther King Avenue, in southeast Washing­
ton, behind the mission-style brick build­
ings belonging to Saint Elizabeth's 
psychiatric care hospital. The ash-filled 
canyon creates an eerie tableau. Crumpled 
bedsprings jut from the cooled embers 
while a noxious liquid, glimmering like a 
futuristic rainbow, trickles from a drainage 
pipe. 

Saint Elizabeth's, called Saint E's by lo­
cal residents, is one of the oldest and larg­
est federal psychiatric hospitals in the 
United States. Dumping this waste in the 
patients' backyard is serious business­
incinerator ash contains a host of danger­
c~:~ tox~2 cherr..ic:!ls. Ru~ ~ cert;;i~ iron· .. ~ is 
unmistakeablc. A nation neck deep in gar­
bage, garbage that is rich in recoverable re­
sources, is rushing to burn its refuse. The 
burning precludes recovery, releases toxic 
wastes into the air and leaves a poisonous 
pile of black ash, which is buried in the 
ground-certainly a form of madness, by 
any standards. 

America's cities are drowning in garbage. 
With landfills in the U.S. closing at a rate of 
ten per week, the days of town dumps are 
clearly numbered. According to David 
Morris and Neil Seidman of the Institute 

for Local Self-Reliance, more than half the cities in the U.S. will exhaust their current landfills by 1990. 
More than 2,000 have closed in the last five years for environmental reasons, and another 700, for lack 
of space. 

With the landfill clock ticking away, town and city councils are under pressure to make quick deci­
sions about waste management. With little or no guidance from federal and state governments, they 
are forced to deal with their garbage crises alone. Well, not actually alone. Large corporations and high­
priced consultants gladly offer their services, presenting what appears to be an out-of-sight, out-of-mind 
solution: mass-burn incineration. 

Richard Denison of the Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) describes the usual scenario: "You 
have a local solid waste manager, a city government employee, with a garbage problem. An incinera­
tor company or consulting firm waltzes in and says, 'Give us money, get municipal bonds issued, and 
we'll take care of your problem.' It's one-stop shopping.~ Hearing the hard-sell, most local solid waste 
managers don't even think about the residual ash. 

And there's the rub. Both the ash and the smoke from the incinerator stack are poisonous. Fly ash, 
gleaned from the stacks by filters, is the most harmful; according to EDFs compilation of data from 
dozens of U.S. incinerators, all fly ash samples exceeded the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
hazardous waste limits for cadmium or lead. Bottom ash, the burned remains of the garbage, exceeded 
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EPA's lead limits in four of ten samples, 
and roughly half the samples of combined 
fly and bottom ash were over the limit. 

The EPA's November '87 report on four 
municipal incinerators supports EDF's 
findings-dangerously high levels of lead, 
cadmium. and other metals were found in 
the ash from all four incinerators. Accord­
ing to EDF's Richard Denison, "The EPA 
report corroborates what we've seen 
around the country but underestimates the 
problem. It's representativt! of one set of in­
cinerators out there-the older ones." Iron­
ically, ash from state-of-the-art plants is 
even more hazardous, because the mod­
em facilities have more efficient air pollu­
tion control devices. Toxics scrubbed out 
of the stacks end up in the ash. 

So why would any city in its right mind 
want to deal with the stuff? Jim Vallette, 
Greenpeace toxics campaigner, explains, 
"Right now most municipalities aren't wor­
rying about ash. The EPA hasn't technical­
ly classified incinerator ash as hazardous 
waste, so they can landfill it as though it 
were household garbage." 

But the city landfill is where the worries 
begin, not where they end. Ash is spread 
by wind and water. Dioxins and toxic met­
als in the ash accumulate up the food 
chain and are readily absorbed and re­
tained in the tissues of living organisms. 
Bound to soil particles, their persistence in 
the environment increases significantly. 
As rain water trickles through buried ash, 
dioxins, heavy metals, and other toxic sub­
stances are carried along. They work their 
way down to the aquifers and streams, pol­
luting local water supplies. 

"It's ironic," says Jim Vallette. "The rea­
son cities started building incinerators in 
the first place is because town dumps are 
filling up and polluting water supplies. 
Now they're dumping the same toxics that 
were in their garbage to start with, plus a 
whole new set created in the furnaces. The 
difference is that some of those toxics are 
more concentrated and more soluble in 
water than they were in their original 
state." 

What comes out of the stacks is just as 
frightening. Besides dioxins and furans, in­
cinerators emit roughly 27 different metals, 
over 200 organic chemicals and a variety 
of acidic gases. An average 1,600 ton-a-day 
incinerator blows out 0.06 pounds of diox­
ins and furans, 510 pounds of hydrocar­
bons, 5,000 pounds of lead, 361 pounds of 
cadmium, 2,244 pounds of chromium, 20 
pounds of mercury, and 13,250 pounds of 
zinc every day. 

After failing to meet air quality standards in 1985, the 1400 ton-a-day District of Columbia 
incinerator was forced to shut two of its six furnaces , and it now burns less than 500 tons of 
garbage daily. 

The toxic effluent receiving the most at­
tention is dioxin. According to Dr. Barry Burned, dumped. and trampled: D. C.'s incinerator ash is flattened next to the basketball 
Commoner, it is actually created inside the court owned by St. Elizabeth s psychiatric hospital. 
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When thrown out into the street, our resources turn to trash. 
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Philadelphia citizens say, •nor to the endless string of ash-filled trucks leaving the 
incinerator. 
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smokestack after the gases leave the com­
bustion chamber. His findings were con­
firmed by Canadian scientists, who report­
ed in The journal of Chromatography and 
Science that fly ash acts as a catalyst in the 
formation of dioxin. 

EPA's National Human Adipose Tissue 
Survey demonstrated that seven out of ten 
samples of human fat tested in recent 
years contain the most toxic of dioxins: 2, 
3, 7 ,8-tetrachlorodibenzo-p-dioxin (see Eco 
notes, Greenpeace, March/ April '88). Ac­
cording to the Center for the Biology of 
Natural Systems (CBNS) , the fatty tissues 
of citizens in several parts of the U.S. con­
tain average dioxin levels of 6.4 parts per 
trillion. CBNS says that this dosage is suffi­
cient to cause an "unacceptable" increase 
in cancers in the exposed population, es­
pecially breast-fed children. If all 220 of the 

~ incinerators proposed across the U.S. are 
g built, dioxin emissions would bring many 
t:l segments of the U.S. population beyond 
~ this already "unacceptable" level. 
~ In a report released in the fall of 1987, 
Vi the EPA estimated that the health threat 
g from breathing incinerator pollution will 
~ be minimal - four to sixty more cases of 
~ cancer nationwide each year. But the agen­
~ cy considered only inhaled airborne pol­
~ lutants, ignoring the other pathways into 

the human body: skin, food and water. 
wrhere hasn't been enough work on expo­
sure to dioxins through the food chain, 
where the impact is much greater," says 
Dr. Paul Connett, assistant professor of 
chemistry at St. Lawrence University. Con­
nett, who is national coordinator of Work 
on Waste U.S.A, says, wrhe brunt of risk 
analysis is being done by highly-paid con-
sultants who are very conscious of the de­
sired outcome by those footing the bill. No­
body knows what the cancer rate is going 
to be. These risk analyses can be off by a 
factor of a thousand." 

Technologies do exist to limit the re­
lease of metals and acid gases into the at­
mosphere, but they are not systematically 
used, and they do nothing to reduce diox­
in formation. Only a handful of the 110 in­
cinerators operating in the U.S. - in Fram­
ingham, Massachusetts; Marion County, 
Oregon; Clairmont, New Hampshire; 
Biddeford, Maine; and Commerce, Califor­
nia - employ acid gas scrubbing proce­
dures. The scrubbers in the Oregon facili­
ty, for instance, have reduced hydrogen 
chloride emissions to 10 parts per million 
(ppm) . In contrast, the Peekskill, New 
York, incinerator emits 500 to 600 ppm of 
hydrogen chloride, a level which Technol­
ogy Review magazine calls "typical of 
scrubberless plants throughout the U.S." 

State-of-the-art pollution controls will 
not be required on current or new plants 
for some time. The EPA plans to impose 
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technology-based limits on new incinerator emissions beginning November 1989 and on existing incin­
erator emissions beginning in 1993. Until the EPA writes emission guidelines, states and localities are 
on their own. 

Despite the health and environmental issues, the rush to burn is being hastened by incentives provid­
ed by Congress, the EPA and the Department of Commerce. From the late 1970s through 1986, inciner­
ator investors could take advantage of energy tax credits, the investment tax credit and accelerated de­
preciation rules. Since 1986, the trend is away from private ownership and toward government-owned 
waste-to-energy plants, which are leased to private firms that operate them. Public ownership means 
that tax exempt bonds can be used for financing. And the 1978 Public Utilities Regulatory Policies Act 
requires utilities to buy power from waste-to-energy incinerators at a price set by each state, guarantee­
ing another source of income. 

EPA policy historically has tilted toward an incineration regime by not dealing with the garbage cri­
sis. After President Reagan took office in 1981, nearly all of the money devoted to garbage disposal was 
diverted to hazardous waste enforcement-a hot issue at the time. But even after Superfund was imple­
mented to help clean up hazardous dumps, resources were not directed back to garbage disposal. 

Garbage and other unon-hazardous" 
waste programs were systematically 
starved-their budgets cut from $29 mil­
lion in 1979 to $16 million in 1981, and 
their staff nearly halved, from 128 to 7 4. 
Then in 1982, 73 of the 74 employees were 
either reassigned or laid off, and funding 
plummeted to $322,000. A particularly use­
ful EPA grants program-one that provid-

. ed money to states developing long-range 
garbage disposal plans-was discon­
tinued. 

There are now ten EPA staff members 
working on garbage programs. At press 
date EPA had neither issued new regula­
tions for municipal landfills (ordered by 
Congress in 1984) nor formulated guide­
lines regarding incinerator ash disposal. In 
the absence of such requirements, waste 
handlers are free to fill in the blanks for 
themselves. 

What this institutional bias has brought 
us is the modern mass-bum incinerator­
technologically sophisticated, shiny and 
sleek and, unlike the Washington incinera­
tor, difficult to approach without security 
clearance. All of the action is inside, in a 
vast storage room, where a crane operator 
is sealed off from the garbage by a plexi­
glass window. With the slide of a lever, the 
gigantic steel crane is activated, lifting tons of trash with each bite, and forcing it down the gullet of the 
combustion chamber. 

The trash is engulfed by scorching 4(}.foot flames, while the supporting grate shakes and mixes it to 
allow even burning. Actual incineration time is just a second or two at 2,000 degrees Fahrenheit. Forced 
air is injected above the fire to maintain temperatures in excess of 1,500 degrees, in an attempt to de­
stroy some of the toxic gases. The burning trash heats water in the boiler to produce steam. The steam 
drives a turbine to generate electricity. 

When approaching city and town councils, waste-to-energy corporations often cite the success of 
mass-bum technology in Europe. But trash incinerators in places like West Germany start from a dif­
ferent premise. Garbage is reduced at the source by discouraging excess packaging; glass, metals, paper 
and combustibles are extracted and collected for recycling. Only the remainder is burned. 

U.S. incineration is approached in a more direct fashion-throw it all into the fire. In fact. many in­
cinerator contracts require municipalities to produce a certain amount of garbage. If the quota is not 
met, garbage must be imported from other sources. This ubum everything" mentality wreaks havoc in 
the guts of incinerators and in the lungs of people breathing the heavy metals and toxic chemicals in in­
cinerator-contaminated air. 

European-style mass-bum incinerators used in America have suffered frequent breakdowns and re­
pairs. Our trash (high in plastics and metals) produces strong acidic gases that corrode incinerator in­
teriors, especially when it is burned at the temperatures required to produce enough steam for electrici-

Alexandria, Virginia's 
spanking new municipal 
incinerator, operated by 
Ogden Marlin. 
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Rather than being recycled, 
trash aboard New York 's 
infamous "garbage barge" 
took a three month 
Caribbean cruise, before it 
was burned in a Brooklyn 
incinerator. 
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ty generators. Most European plants don't generate electricity, although many use the steam to heat 
proximate buildings. According to a Newsday survey last year, half of all mass-bum plants operating in 
the U.S. have had unscheduled shutdowns, and three others have closed permanently. 

The marketers of these facilities are as new to the business as their clients. Wheelabrator Environ­
mental Systems. Ogden Martin, American REF-FUEL, Combustion Engineering, Foster Wheeler, 
Westinghouse Electric, Waste Management Inc., Consumat, and Thermo Electron are earning millions 
selling incineration technology, yet four of them have never built an incinerator plant of any kind. Og­
den Martin Systems, one of the more experienced waste-to-energy corporations, is under contract to 
build 14 incinerators at a cost of $2.3 billion, yet it has only three plants currently in operation, none 
more than two years old. 

Still, waste-to-energy plants have been welcomed in more than forty states, the bulk of which are 
mass-bum facilites. More than 111 incinerators burn about 5 percent of the nation's garbage, and over 
220 are planned or under construction. By the mid-1990s there could be 300 incinerators burning up to 
25 percent of the municipal waste stream. According to Cynthia Pollock of the Worldwatch Institute, 
"Mass-bum plants appeal to city administrators because they require no change in waste collection pat­
terns, their management can be turned over to a private owner if desired, low cost financing mecha­
nisms are available and there is a guaranteed market for the energy produced." 

·,' '!::c-

·"' ---··. Ultimately, this enormous investment of time, 
money and expertise, with its accompanying envi­
ronmental and public health costs, is doing little 
more than reduce the volume of the nation's 
wastes. And even this small gain is disputed. Not all 
garbage in the waste stream is incinerated, and raw 
garbage compacts in a landfill. Given the practical 
realities, a well-operated incinerator will reduce the 
amount of landfill space required by about 60 per­
cent. This means that landfill space will be extended 
by two-and-a-half times: five years of landfill space 
is extended to about thirteen. And the technology 
that provides this "service", the modern incinerator, 
has a lifetime of about 20 years and a cost of $5G­
$400 million. 

The mind-set associated with incineration is that 
we can deal with the whole trash stream with one 
method, and we can if we want to "waste" our land, 
air, water, health and money. Incinerators perpetu­
ate landfills and all of the problems associated with 

~ them-contamination of water supplies and loss of 
~ resources. Other choices are far cheaper and safer 
ii' and can still achieve a 60 percent volume reduct. -:m 
g in our waste stream. A combination of recycling 
~ and composting, source reduction, education, reuse 
~ and product redesign are affordable, environmen­
~ tally benign solutions to our garbage problems. 

Neil Seidman of the Institute for Local Self- ~ 
Reliance says that 30 to 40 percent of municipal waste can be separated at the source into compost ma­
terial, cans, glass, and paper. Another 30 to 40 percent can be recovered at special processing plants. 
The final 20 to 40 percent can be landfilled-this is equal to the volume of ash produced by a modern 
incinerator. 

"It's a plastic bag crisis, not a waste crisis," says Dr. Connett. "The solution is to go down and see 
what's in our plastic bags. The paper, cardboard, cans, glass, and food are all resources until they're 
mixed up and put into a plastic bag. Then they're waste. Using high-tech burning machines is simply 
perfecting the destruction of our natural resources. We need to recycle in a way we've never done be­
fore. People are ready for it, but they're not being given the leadership. When given a chance, people 
recycle. We've got to recycle as if there's a war on. And there is a war on- a war against waste." 

judy Christrup is Associate Editor of Green peace Magazine. 

RECYCLING: WASTE AS A RESOURCE 
Connie Murtagh 

Waiter Hang of the New York Public Interest Research Group (NYPIRG) spends a lot of time thinking 
about garbage. He wants communities and people to recycle rather than burn. America's daily ref-



use-<:onsisting of newspapers and corrugated cardboard, food scraps, yard waste, metal and tin cans, 
plastics and packaging materials, cleaning solvents, motor oil and batteries--adds up to about 400,000 
tons of garbage a day, or 3.5 pounds per person. Major cities generate the most debris per person; a 
study issued by the Worldwatch Institute revealed that New Yorkers throw away nine times their 
weight in garbage each year. 

Opinions vary, but most sources say that at least half of the consumer waste stream is recyclable un­
der present U.S. technology. Newspaper, paperboard, cardboard and other recyclable paper makes up 
roughly 40 percent of American garbage. About 28 percent of waste paper is recycled in the U.S., most­
ly by paper mills. 

A good deal of the remaining waste paper is exported to other nations who, in answer to their own 
shortages of virgin materials, recycle and reuse it. Last year, 4.2 million tons of waste paper were ex­
ported by the U.S. to recycling nations such as Japan and Taiwan, where it was reformulated for, 
among other things, T.V. and stereo boxes, which are shipped back to the United States. 

But in the u.S., most recyclables are competing with virgin materials and losing. Federal transporta­
tion subsidies are provided for the use of raw resources like timber, sand and bauxite. The government 
also offers tax breaks on shipping costs and capital investments for manufacturers using primary, rath­
er than secondary materials. And the mass-bum incinerator industry requires so much trash that recy­
cling in many communities is discouraged by the technology. 

As prices for landfilling and incineration rise, recycling emerges as a cost­
effective alternative. Nationwide, costs for garbage handling run from $100 a 
ton for incineration and $90 a ton for landfilling to $40 per ton to recycle . 

. ang believes that European recycling programs in which new equipment 
,.eparates paper, plastics, ferrous metals and food wastes from the waste 
stream can be copied in U.S. cities at a start-up cost of $6 million. A new mass 
bum incinerator, by contrast, costs between $50 million and $400 million. 

Unfortunately, a rapidly growing portion of the consumer waste stream is 
made up of plastics and packaging items. Packaging waste has increased by 
80 percent since 1960, and plastics are making up an ever-increasing 8 per­
cent by weight and 30 percent by volume of the national waste stream, ac­
cording to a Newsday report. These plastics don't compact in landfills, they 
don't incinerate safely, and to date, they don't recycle easily. 

But while recycling plastics is complicated, it is not impossible. A fled­
gling plastics recycling industry is taking plastic bottles and containers and 
shredding them, then using this as filler for sleeping bags, parkas, etc. At Rut­
gers University, plastic trash is being remade into plastic lumber. Similar in 
appearance to an ordinary plank of wood, the material can be used in the 
same manner as normal lumber, according to the developers. 

Recycling can be made more attractive if the right incentives are es­
tablished. A key factor in the success of a recycling program in the township 
of Camden, New Jersey, has been the Camden Recycling Facility, which pro­
cesses and finds markets for 22 percent of the area's waste. likewise, in rural 
Wilton, New Hampshire, 65 percent of the population takes part in a droJH)ff 
recycling program, The New Hampshire Resource Recovery Association. 
The non-profit association provides buyers for the town's processed trash. 

Recycling has caught on in more than 500 rural and suburban communi­
ties across the nation. The township of Springfield, Pennsylvania, started a 
curbside recycling program in 1983. Over 85 percent of the citizens partici­
pate in the program, and officials say they divert 1,500 tons of garbage a year from landfills and inciner­
ators. In 1981, rural Hamburg, New York, passed a two-year trial recycling law. After participation rates 
passed 95 percent, the town decided to make it permanent. 

Still, most state officials are sluggish when it comes to recycling, largely because of the institutional 
and psychological bias in favor of incineration. In order to make recycling programs work, says Hang, 
the option for :cineration has to be removed. '1'radition is to bum or bury. Everyone knows now that 
landfilling is b, ;, but the pitch for the past 20 years has been to build incinerators. We have to block in­
cineration. You ve got to go whole-hog if you want to go with recycling." 

A recent study conducted by Newsday confirmed that while state governments have spent over 
$300 million promoting incineration, a mere $8 million was spent on promoting recycling. wrhey are 
loath to contemplate a program that has never been done anywhere else in the country. Incineration is 
the legacy we've inherited," says Hang. 'We've got to declare a crisis. Everybody's got to pitch in." 

Ultimately, of course, the real solution to the growing waste problem is to reduce our use of throw­
away materials. Plastics, excess packaging and hazardous household chemicals can largely be eliminat­
ed from the waste stream. "Recycling them is better than burning them or burying them. But the ulti­
mate goal is to live without them." said Pat Costner, Greenpeace's National Toxics Campaign Coordi­
nator. 

Connie Murtagh works for the Tories Campaign at Greenpeace. 

Recycling aluminum is 95% 
cheaper than making it 
from scratch. 
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BY ANNIE EBERf-i~.8:r 

n March 22, 1987, Islip, Long 
Island's "garbage barge" began 
its highly-publicized search 

a place to dump its 3, 100-ton cargo 
fmunicipal waste. Two months and 

6,100 miles later, after being rejected 
by six states and three countries, the 
barge returned to New York where a 
court had ordered the Department of 
Environmental Conservation to find a 
disposal site for the outcast trash. 

While this "garbage barge" drama 
played out, another vessel was con­
tinuing a much less notorious search 

that had begun in August 
1986. The Khian Sea, looking 

· for a place to dump its 15,000-ton 
of ash from Philadelphia's 
pal waste incinerators, trav­

first to the Bahamas only to 
the island country reject the 

as did Columbia and a series of 
potential sites. In January of 

year, the Khian Sea arrived at 
on the coast of Haiti, which 

issued it a permit to spread the 
ash on a government farm. When 

. Haiti tested the ash for nitrogen con-
tent and found none, it refuseJi._to 
accept the "fertilizer." 

Unfortunately, by the time the 
ship's operators learned this, they had 
already hired workers to unload the 
ash and 4,000 tons had been dumped 
on the beach. One thousand tons were 
reloaded but the rest remains on the 
beach where the wind carries ash in­
land and the ocean tide carries it sea­
ward. Meanwhile. the Khian Sea has 
left that fiasco behind to return to 

Annie Ebe~hart is a former researcher 
"Public Citizen's Congress Watch. 
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Philadelphia. acco~ lQ Jin ' 'al­
lette of Greenpeace's Waste E s 
Campaign. which hall been monitor­
ing the boat since last summer and 
brought the ash dum~ story to the 
attention of the medii. Neither the 
city nor the operat<IIS of the Khian 
Sea . have located a filliln!Sting place 
for the ash . so the vewelloats in the 
Delaware Bay. 

Metaphors for a Cr* 

T
he Islip garbagebute, with its 
load of refuse Bllll mbbish, was 
the perfect media lmltaphor for 

America's solid wasteeiispcsal crisis: 
with our landfills filling up. where 
can we dump our trasl&? ID tum. the 
Khian Sea. bearing a molllltain of ash 
left over from the bu~of city gar­
bage not unlike that anied by the 
Islip barge, is metaph~fornew prob­
lems created by wb.- lDIIlY urban 
planners and indusuy proponents 
have hailed as a solution to the first 
crisis: municipal wasaincinerators. 

If we can't dump it.l.rnit:we have 
no other choice. That is the position 
being presented to citiBnsby federal 
policymakers and mUDicipalleaders 
who have been coaxed llld1obbied by 
the corporate interests th.t stand to 
benefit from large-sclle industrial 
solutions to the waste disposal prob­
lem. This polarized view ignores the 
existence of other solt*ODS such as 
recycling and waste redsction which 
their advocates argue llllrslier, more 
economical. and eooklgically 
sounder alternatives to iaciaeration. 

Nearly 160 million tCIIS d garbage 
are thrown into U.S. ml.Wcipal waste 
systems each year-tboat 1,280 
pounds per person. Yuch of this 
trash now goes straight iato landfills, 
but existing dumps are qaidly reach­
ing capacity while new ones are be­
coming increasingly diEcdt to site 
because of the scarcity of affordable 
land, particularly near arbm areas, 
and heightened concerm ORr their 
impact on the envirommot. 

As an alternative, IIllll'f :munici­
palities have resorted tD ii.s burn 
incinerators: huge f'umlas which 
consume unsorted g~ at ex­
tremely high temperallms.. from 
1,800 to 3,000 degrees falftnheit, 
leaving ash that takes upalillle as 10 
percent of the space of 1he original 
trash. These high-tech illc:::merators 
also are known as "waste-t(Hilergy" 
facilities or "resource 11!1DVery" 
plants since they produattlllll'8Y in 

10 MAY/JUNE 1988 

and/ or elec­
tricity which can be used to operate 
the plant or sold to local utilities. 

Currentlv. the U.S. burns approxi ­
mately 4 percent of its municipal gar­
bage with 77 operating incinerators. If 
all the incinerators that are scheduled 
to come on line by 1990 are actually 
built, closer to 20 percent of trash will 
be disposed of through incineration, 
according to Neil Seidman of the Insti­
tute for Local Self-Reliance, a non­
profit organization that offers cities 
technical assistance in designing envi­
ronmentally and economically sound 
waste disposal systems. 

But in community after community, 
citizens are opposing the construction 
of mass burn incinerators because of 
concerns about adverse environ­
mental effects of incinerator emis­
sions and the leftover ash. They are 
also wary of the huge financial invest­
ments required to build incineration 
plants. In addition to the hundreds of 
millions of upfront costs required to 
construct the huge incineration com­
plexes, citizens are concerned about 
"risk-shifting"-that they, more than 
plant operators or investors , will bear 
the brunt should operating costs tum 
out to be higher than expected, pollu­
tion control costs soar, ash disposal 
costs accelerate, and revenue from 
energy production fail to meet antici­
pated levels. 

Furthermore, incineration oppo­
nents note that it is a solution which 
does nothing to discourage the prolif­
eration of garbage and the attitude that 
disposed-of materials are totally 
valueless. Opponents point out that 
substituting incinerators for landfills 
as the final receptacle for trash merely 
delays responding to the ultimate is­
sue of how America will dispose of the 
growing volume of trash produced by 
a throwaway society. 

Proliferating Incinerators 

For much of this century. America 
disposed of its trash by burning 
it or by hauling it to open-air 

dumps or so-called "sanitary 
landfills" where the debris deposited 
each day is covered by a layer of dirt 
or ash. But with the enactment of the 
federal Clean Air Act in 1970. almost 
an entire generation of incinerators 
that had been in use since the early 
1950s-some 300 nationwide-were 
shut down because they did not meet 
the new air emission standards. As a 
result. by 1978 nearly 90 percent of 
trash in the U.S. was being landfilled. 

At the same time, the heightened 
consciousness triggered by the envi­
ronmental movement of the 1970s 
led an increasing number of city dlld 
state environmental agencies to con­
duct groundwater monitoring which 
revealed that landfills were actually 
potent sources of pollution: rain­
water running through deca\'ing 
materials was discovered to leach 
toxic heavy metals such as mercur y, 
cadmium, lead, and chromium into 
the underwater reservoirs which pro­
vide the drinking water for many 
communities. Such pollution was 
discovered to be caused not only by 
landfills holding hazardous waste 
from heavy industry, but also in 
municipal landfills where rusting 
appliances, car batteries, chewed-up 
tires , hospital waste, household sol­
vents , dried-up paint cans , inky 
newspapers, and used-up pesticide 
containers are mixed in with paper 
waste, yard waste, sewage, and other 
detritus. 

Documentation of the polluting 
capacity of landfills has dramatically 
reduced the ability of municipalities 
to site new landfills as older ones 
reach capacity. According to a sur­
vey by the U.S. Environmental Pro­
tection Agency (EPA), half of all mu­
nicipalities will run out of laadfill 
space within 10 years and a third of 
all municipalities will run out within 
five. Other analysts predict that a 
national garbage crisis is even closer 
at band: Seidman of the Institute for 
Local Self-Reliance says that half the 
cities in the U.S. will exhaust their ~ 
current landfill capacity by 1990. ~ 

As landfills close, pressure on re- ~ 
maining landfills increases expo- ~ 
nentially. Philadelphia, for example . ~ 
has exhausted the capacity of all its ~ 
local landfills so the trash from this ; 

0 

metropolitan area of 6 million must :; 



go to other fills, accel811tiig the r~te 
at which those fills ~ capac1ty. 
Since landfills closest to llrge cities 
fill up faster, garbage isbeillg hauled 
farther and farther, IilES to other 
states and , as Islip 's g.O. barge il­
lustrates , even to otherc~ies . 

Diminishing capadly ilas made 
waste disposal the fasaeskising part 
of many municipal blliges. accord ­
ing to Seidman. Minnspafis saw the 
cost of disposal rise !i:xhld in six 
vears , from $5 to SW per ton. 
Philadelphia 's cost ha iK:reased to 
$90 per ton, up from SZOper ton in 
1980. After the closingofalandfill in 
New Jersev last sunuret. Newark 's 
disposal cost soared f:nmSZ3 to $125 
per ton. 

Cost increases of tlis Bagnitude 
put severe pressure 111 municipal 
governments and on t21laaaulers in 
large cities who must iis~ of any­
where from 2,000 to M.cal tons of 
trash each day. In 1984.. u.h haulers 
drove garbage trucks aBUad the Mas­
sachusetts statehouse in Boston to 
draw attention to the il(1 that they 
were running out of afilrdlble places 
to dispose of the waste'ileycollected. 

According to Walterfiinl, director 
of New York Public In21reltResearch 
Group 's (NYPIRG) ToD:sCampaign, 
in the late 1970s and srls 1980s as 
the drawbacks of Ian~ became 
increasingly appa.nst, citizens 
groups promoted rec~ as a way 
to reduce the need for !leW" landfills. 
But. he adds , activists in lsi to recog­
nize that large industrilli..llllll!rests had 
entered the scene to nintmduce the 
idea of incineration as~ ~E-stop so­
lution to a city 's garbagrpllblem. For 
many city administrailrS..the idea of 
a single public workHJie project 
was much easier to emiraarthan are­
cycling/waste reductim asenda in­
volving a complex of OJB11&ing strate­
gies, new waste diSfiDSi require­
ments imposed on CIDSIIDers and 
local industry, publicllhution, and 
the creation of vario\11 fiancial in­
centives. 

Indeed, the appeal ofiru:Derators is 
that they directly replaati.dfills as a 
place for haulers to ~ raw un­
sorted garbage, sol~. auge dis­
posal problem witmm .equiring 
many changes in the liBldUre of the 
waste collection syste11. 'It simplic­
ity was added the argr.mm that in­
cineration is now safe:~try pro­
ponents say that tee iDMI!Jical im­
provements achieved liKing the 

1970s 
made incineration almost 
pollution-tree. They contend that the 
very high temperatures of the boilers 
destroy all harmful compounds and 
that other technical improvements, 
such as smokestack filters and acid 
scrubbers , protect against air pollut­
ants . 

Incineration has also made greater 
headway than · recycling and waste 
reduction because it exists in a friend­
lier financial environment. Although 
the plants are very expensive to build, 
costing anywhere from $100 to $500 
million, financing is supported by 
various government policies. The U.S. 
tax code has supported both public 
and private investment in incinerator 
plants by making private incinerator 
owners the beneficiaries of investment 
tax credits , energy tax credits , and 
accelerated depreciation rules and by 
permitting cities to issue tax-exempt 
bonds to finance construction. 
Though the incentives for private in­
vestors disappeared with the Tax Re­
form Act of 1986, that has merely en­
couraged the trend toward total public 
ownership of new plants. 

In the 1970s, in response to the en­
ergy crisis , the U.S. Department of 
Energy and Environmental Protection 
Agency spent up to $2 billion to pro­
mote "waste-to-energy" plants, ac­
cording to Seidman; recycling, which 
saves energy rather than produces it, 
did not receive similar support. Fur­
thermore, federal energy policy guar­
antees markets for the energy pro­
duced through incineration. In 1978 
Congress adopted the Public Utility 
Regulatory Policies Act (PURPA) to 
encourage the development of alterna­
tive energy sources. Though consumer 
groups , including Public Citizen. sup­
port PURPA because it creates markets 
for safe alternative energy sources, the 
law does not define nor differentiate 

"safe" and "unsafe... It 
y requires utilities , within cer­

limits, to buy the power pro­
d by alternative generators. in­

ding mass burn incinerators . 
In addition to revenue from gener­

ating electricity, incineration plants 
collect "tipping" \ fees from garbage 
haulers. Municipalities have gener­
ally not paid "tipping" fees to recy­
clers who take away trash , demand­
ing that such operations be self-sup­
porting based on their sale of materi­
als . Bonds to underwrite the initial 
capital costs to start recycling opera­
tions are more difficult to obtain be­
cause long-term contracts with pur­
chasers of recycled materials , which 
would guarantee revenue to pay back 
the bond, are not as available as are 
the federally-mandated energy con­
tracts with utilities. 

These factors have helped make in­
cinerator plants a favored investment 
for cities and private entrepreneurs 
alike. Wall Street investment bank­
ers have collected around $194 mil­
lion in fees since 1982 selling $13.2 
billion worth of municipal bonds for 
garbage incinerators. In one such 
deal, John Hancock Life Insurance 
Co. in conjunction with Wheelabra­
tor Environmental Systems Inc. in­
vested $51 .7 million in an incinera­
tor in Westchester County, New York. 
The partnership expects to receive 
$894.7 million in revenues over the 
next 18 years. As Robert Chambers , 
manager of municipal finance for the 
Ford Motor Credit Corporation, 
which also has invested in incinera­
tors , told Newsday, "If we felt it was 
going to go away, we 'd find some­
where else to put our money." 

Environmental and 
Economic Drawbacks 

D espite the bullish attitude'Mlhe 
industry and municipal plan­
ners , citizens living near an in­

cinerator-who are also the taxpay­
ers that would bear ultimate respon­
sibility for any defaulted bond is­
sues-have mounted vocal opposi­
tion to incinerator proposals on both 
environmental and economic 
grounds. ~ 

Opponents ' primary concern is ~ 
that incinerators create a major en vi- ~ 
ronmental hazard. Until recentlv in- ~ 
cinerator ash was assumed to be an ~ 
inert substance , but studies bv the ~ 
EPA as well as by independent or- ;: 
ganizations such as the Environ- ~ 

PUBLIC CITIZEN 11 



mental Defen sP. Fund (EDFl e 
found that the as n contains con n­
trations of heavv metals that exceed 
those considereci hazardous bv envi­
ronmental statutes. Scientific stud­
ies also re\·eal that the ash contains 
dioxins and their chemical cousins, 
furans, some of ,,·hich are the most 
carcinogenic substances known. 
Also, incinerators emit acid gases 
which contribute to acid rain. Fur­
thermore. depending on the incin­
erator design and the type of garbage 
fed into it. trash volume mav be re­
duced onlv 70 nercent. rath"er than 
90 percent- as industry claims. leav­
ing unresolved the need for new 
landfill space. 

Emission of dioxin into the air and 
its presence in leftover ash are per­
haps the most troubling and least 
understood of the health hazards 
created by incineration. EPA has 
linked dioxin with the skin disease 
chloracne, weakening of the im­
mune system. reproductive disor­
ders, liver disease. and kidney can­
cer. According to Paul Connett. as­
sociate professor of chemistry at St. 
Lawrence University, dioxin con­
centrates in the food chain: research 
he conducted revealed that the con­
centration of dioxin in milk from 
cows grazing near incinerators was 
200 times greater than exposure from 
inhaling the air in the same vicinity. 
In 1985. the Swedish government 
advised mothers living near garbage 
incinerators not to breastfeed be­
cause of high dioxin levels found in 
their milk. 

Dr. Connett points out that while 
the industrv claims its incinerators 
are pollution-free, only about six of 
the 77 existing U.S. plants are 
equipped with the state-of-the-art 
technology that reduces acid emis­
sions and toxic residues to what the 
industry itself calls "acceptable" lev­
els. Even if all plants built in the fu­
ture are "state-of-the-art", older 
plants will still be in operation. 
"Some of the plants built in the early 
'80s are a mess," says Dr. Connett. 

Few states have acted to set emis­
sion standards and to regulate ash 
disposal for the new generation of 
mass bum incinerators. Under the 
Clean Air Act, EPA must regulate air 
pollutants as they are identified, but 
the agency has yet to set a single stan­
dard for emissions from these incin­
erators. The Resource Conservation 
and Recovery Act (RCRA) charges 
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EPA with regulation of the disposal 
waste. but EPA has not enforce 
RCRA by requiring incinerator opera­
tors to test ash for hazardous content 
and to ensure safe disposal. RCRA 
requires that waste be tested for toxic­
ity if there is reason to suspect it might 

In at least 15 
communities, citizens 

groups have been 
instrumentai in suc­

cessfully halting plans 
to build mass burn in­

cinerators. Says 
Seidman, "Anti-mass 
burn is an emotional, 
one-dimensional issue 

for people who are 
faced with it. People 
will dog a politician 

about this." 

contain pc' :;ons. If the tested waste 
meets the statute definition of hazard­
ous, it must be disposed of in strin­
gently regulated, specially designed 
chemical dumps which have far 
higher fees for accepting waste than 
regular municipal landfills. As a re­
sult, incinerator owners avoid testing 
altogether. 

According to EPA officials, the 
agency has issued "non-binding" 
regulations for air emissions from 
mass burn incinerators; regulations 
are not expected to be implemented 
until December 1990. The agency is 
not even working on regulations for 
testing and disposal of ash, though it 
is preparing "guidelines." 

Citizens' environmental concerns 
are compounded by economic con­
cerns. Once a city chooses to build an 
incinerator it is difficult to change 
course, at least until the bond issue is 
paid back, which generally takes 20 
years. The large financial commit­
ment required can divert resources 
from, and even counteract, efforts to 
implement other solutions such as 

aste reduction or recvcling. Si'nce 
incinerators require a consistent 
amount of garbage to produce a con­
sistent amount of energy. any policy 
that would reduce the size of the 
waste stream likely would be op­
posed by city managers concerned 
with generating the revenues to back 
the municipal bonds that financed 
the plant. According to the Institute 
for Local Self-Reliance, one Ohio city 
actually banned recycling by requir­
ing all garbage be dumped in the city's 
garbage plant. Though this law was 
challenged and declared unconstitu­
tional. Brenda Platt, staff engineer at 
the Institute. reports that almost every 
community with an incinerator has 
"flow control" ordinances designed 
to guarantee sufficient ·,·olumes o:· 
garbage to support its investment. 

Incensed over Incinerators 

The debate over garbage is galva­
nizing Americans to greater pas­
sion than anv other issue in re­

cent memory, according to citizens 
group leaders. In at least 15 commu­
nities, citizens groups have been in­
strumental in successfully halting 
plans to build mass burn incinerators. 
NYPIRG's Hang feels that "opposition 
to garbage incineration is changing 
the face of the environmental move­
ment" because it is radicalizing large 
numbers of citizens who are ex­
tremely adamar.., ,n their opposition 
to incinerator piants. Seidman adds, 
"Anti-mass burn is an emotional. one­
dimensional issue for people who are 
faced with it. People will dog a politi­
cian about this ." 

In Saugus, Massachusetts. 10 miles 
north of Boston and home of the old­
est metro-sized incinerator and ash 
landfill, two of five incumbent select­
men were recently ousted because of 
their support for the incinerator. One 
of their replacements is school 
teacher Pete Manoogian, whop in­
volved in politics in 1985 when he 
found his two-year-old playing with 
hypodermic needles after a garbage 
truck spilled a large amount of hospi­
tal waste in his neighborhood. 

An active opponent of plans to 
expand the Saugus plant and propos­
als for incinerators in other parts of 
the state, Manoogian sees the issue as 
a race between mass-burn and the al­
ternatives. Once in place, the eco­
nomics of removing or shutting down 
an existing incinerator are practically 

Continued on page 18 
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Moving toward a Moratorium i 

CINERATION 

B ecause of EPA's inaction in 
enforcing existing environ­
mental regulations against air 

and groundwater pollution l?y mass­
burn incineration plants. Congress is 
now moving into the waste disposal 
debate. Legislators are considering 
whether to write more explicit direc­
tions for the agency-·'command and 
control" legislation . a~ ' :1dustry rep­
resentatives call this t\'1.! 9 of detailed 
lawmaking. Sen. Que-ntin Burdick 

:=: -N.D.) in the Senate aud Rep. James 
·~ io (D-N.J.) in the House are the 

· · · . ·~: ary sponsors of incinerator legis­
!auon which is moving m concert 
with an 9ffort to reauthorize the Clean 
Air Act. 

Both the Burdick and Florio bills 
(S. 1984 and H.R. 251 i . respectively), 
would set incinerator emissions stan­
dards based upon the concept of Best 
Available Control Technology 
(BACT). BACT-a standard-setting 
mechanism first employed under the 
Clean Water Act-means that EPA 
would ascertain the most effective 
technology for controllhg the release 
of air pollutants from incinerator 
stacks, and then require incinerators 
to meet the standard achieved within 
a specified period of time. 

On the disposal issue. Sen. 
Burdick's bill would amend RCRA to 
require that incinerator ash be dis­
posed of in a new category of" ~ial 
waste" dumps that are more strin­
gently regulated than nonhazardous 
waste dumps but less so than hazard­
ous waste dumps. Rep. Florio 's dis­
posal bill does not call for the creation 
of "special waste" landfills, but that 
proposal is included in another bill, 
H.R. 4357, sponsored by Rep. Tho­
mas Luken (D-Ohio). The Senate leg­
islation was reported out of the Envi­
ronment and Public Works Commit­
tee last fall and is waiting to go to the 
Senate floor. House considerations of 
incinerator legislation are still at the 
subcommittee level. 

Opponents of incineration have 
been torn over the issue of whether to 
support this legislation, which 
would begin to set standards for in­
cinerators, or to press for a morato­
rium on incinerator construction 
until more is known about ash con­
tent and its long-term effects. The 
Clean Air Coalition. a collection of 
groups working on the reauthoriza-
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tion of the Clean Air Act. supports the I 
incinerator legislation so long as it I 
retains another provision prohibiting 
construction of any new incinerator 
until the affected -communities de- I 
velop waste management plans that I 
involve as much recycling as pos- I 
sible. I 

Pragmatists note that no matter I 
how successful efforts to stop incin- 1 

eratcr:; are. :nore than three score al­
readv exist and some new ones will ! 

still be built. therefore. definition and I 
enforcement of pollution standards is ! 
an important issue. "Tii8-true costs of I 
incineration must include the cost of ' 
pollution." says EDF attorney Joseph 
Goffman. whose organization sup­
ports the legislation. "Requiring pol­
lution control technology will more 
fairly define these costs." 

Critics of a legislative approach, 
which include many grass roots activ­
ists, are concerned that the legislation 
amounts to an accommodation of 
incinerators by setting clear legal 
boundaries within which they can 

Continued from page 12 
impossible. he notes. "I see it all over 
the country: Build now. ask questions 
later.·· 

While citizens groups across the 
co .~ ntry work to oppose construction 
of new plants. environmentalists are 
working to hold operators of existing 
piants more accountable. The Natural 
Resources Defense Council filed suit 
against the EPA for failing to enforce 
C:lean Air Act provisions on emis­
sions from mass burn incineraTors . 
Likewise, EDF is suing two individual 
incinerator operators because they are 
not testing their ash for hazardous 
content despite the Resource Conser­
vation and Recovery Act [RCRA) 
which requires them to do so if there is 
reason to suspect the material may be 
toxic. EDF claims that there is more 
than reasonable grounds for suspi­
cwn: in a study of ash samples from 
25 incinerators. the organization 
found levels of heavv metals in sev­
eral samples that were up to six times 
higher than federal standards. 

operate and avoiding the issue of The Gold In Garbage 
whether they are a ecessary or ap- Adding a new factor into the in-
prop~ia!e solution. S'ome critics call cinerator debate is the develop-
the~ disposal provision that creates a I ment of technology that propo-
new category of "speeiruwaste" "lin- · nents say resolves the problems of the 
guistic detoxification 2 ~ waste." ac- traditional mass burn plant. Euro­
cording to Alexandra Allen, an envi- pean companies, involved in ;ncin­
ronmentallobbyist for the U.S. Public era tor construction for about a decade 
Interest Research Group. longer than U. S. firms, have led the 

Legislation opponents say the recy- way. A new type of incinerator pro­
cling provision is unworkable be- vi des for the sorting of trash to remove 
cause. in practice, incinerators set recyclable materials and to reduce the 
local economic agendas. They main- toxicity of the emissions. The remain­
tain that the phase-in of the BACT ing trash is compressed into a pellet 
standards will not protect residents fuel (Refuse Derived Fuel. RDF) that 
who live near incinerators that may can be sold or burned on-site to pro­
not meet those standards for some duce energy. Until 1982 RDF plants 
time to come. were more expensive to build and op-

But a major concern of opponents to erate than mass burn incinerators. 
the legislation is that it would put off but, says Seidman, "they expEllliienced 
the difficult decisions the United a sharp learning curve." As a result. 
States must make to reduce the level some of the largest incinerator con­
of trash it tosses away and doesn't re- tractors such as Westinghouse, 
cover. E-i"g1slation that implicitly Babcock & Wilcox, and General Elec­
endorses incineration. they argue. tric have moved to RDF as the technol­
takes away the urgency for action in ogy of choice. 
other directions, sue · s increasing Though cleaner than mass burn. 
federal and municipal incentives for RDF still produces ash that must be 
investment into recycling, more ef- landfilled and has all the same eco­
forts to compost organic waste and nomic consequences of mass burn 
sewage. and the implementation of plants. In addition, plant operators do 
waste reduction techniques such as not necessarily recycle the material 
the development of reeyclable car- sorted out before burning-most 
tons and reusable contafners. merely landfill it-and many RDF 

• 



plants have been plagued~ ftlUip- World watch Institute. Nine states 
ment failures , unexpected alll over- have container deposit laws. Oregon, 
runs , accidents , and greater tMn ex- Rhode Island. and New Jersev have 
pected amounts of leftowr Ilia, ac- taken up the challenge of statewide 
cording to Recycling: The A.at-er to recycling programs and community 
Our Garbage Problem, a Mil!' 1987 groups across the country have set up 
report from the Citizens a.ring- independent recycling centers. In its 

Recycling report. the Citizens Clear­
inghouse on Hazardous Wastes 
sums up the challenge: " ... l T]he 
technology exists to recycle as much 
as 80 percent of our solid waste. The 
issue of what to do is not a technical 
issue but a political issue." • 

house for Hazardous w.sas. Inc. 
Activists seeking long-term :-*'tions I • • • A h 
continue to promote recydill&. com- ~ lnc1nerat1on. not er Albatross? 
posting, and reduction of lhe waste 
stream as economicallv alllliflll!riron- 1 T he issues surrounding mass Department of Energy continues its 
mentally sound alteillilfias to I burn incineration bear close 43-year-old effort to develop a solu-
landfilling and incinerati1111.. J resemblance to those affecting tion to the problem of how to dis-

"Thekeytothinkingaba.tdltprob- ~ another controversial technology, pose of it. The residue of mass 
lem is 'value added'," lDIIilltains nuclear power. Both nuclear power burn-the ash and the air emis­
Seldman. "Waste is not was11t until and mass burn incineration are sions-is the focus of increasing fed­
you waste it." The challellfllll.Jie says. · highly centralized solutions that of- eral and community attention and 1 

is to build a disposal sym. based fer a "quick fix " to what seem over- likely will become an equally ex­
upon separating resolli'ta-lldding whelming problems. The major pensive "hot potato." 
value at each step-insteallofJilixing upfront capital commitments re- As with nuclear power, the deci­
refuse at each step in prepmiiln for a quired to finance both nuclear sian-making process on waste dis­
mass burn or burial. plants and mass burn incinerators posal has been heavily influenced 

As it is, America dispoSI!Sci~treas- mean that alternative solutions to by large companies who stand to 
ure trove of materials . .Aa::lding to the "energy crisis" and "garbage cri- reap great profits from large-scale, 
Mining Urban Wastes: Tbe l'rltential sis, " respectively, are squeezed out. centralized industrial solutions . 
for Recycling. a May 1987 ft!10rt by Recycling and waste reduction ef- Even the companies involved in in­
the Worldwatch Institute.the1rash of forts receive the same short shrift cinerator construction come from 
a city the size of San F~o can from federal , state, and municipal the federally-subsidized nuclear 
yield as much copper as a ~iium- policy makers that energy conserva- power and synthetic fuels indus­
sized copper mine, as IIJIJd alumi- tion and efficiency standards have tries . They include Bechtel, 
num as a small bauxite Dri:a.and as received. As a result of favorable Westinghouse, Babcock & Wilcox, 
much paper as a good-silei timber government and tax policies, mass General Electric, Combustion Engi­
stand. And resource r~c:an be burn incineration is now the lucra- neering and Blount. These are corn­
an economic boon, nc1 jilt. from tive investment that nuclear power panies with experience in heavy 
avoided disposal costs. ~g is once was. The failure of many nu- construction, large-volume energy 
labor-intensive, creating P.., and it clear plant investments-most dra- production, and the public/private 
increases the availabilityabmerials matically, the defaulting on $2.5 bil- relationships connected with a rna­
that can be cheaper than.._. made lion in bonds when two of three re- jar public works project. 
from virgin resources. actors owned by Washington Public Finally, the massive financial and 

The value of the reso..-in gar- Power Supply System defaulted , political commitments required to 
bage is not universally .. ored. and the recent bankruptcy of Public develop both nuclear power and 
NYPIRG's Hang says that dill two larg- Service of New Hampshire because mass burn incineration technology 
est exports from New Yod:Billlbor are of its investment in the trouble- create a momentum that can control 
scrap metal and scrap pipit which plagued Seabrook nuclear power the direction of public policy, he­
are shipped to other coumilsfor use plant-are likely to be echoed in the coming the tail that wags the dog. 
as a cheap source of mr llllerials. incineration industry as the com- As Wendell Berry, essayist and pro­
The Netherlands, Scel'llhwia. the plex, high-tech plants fail to meet fessor at the University of Kentuc~ 
Soviet Union, and many *-loping their promised reductions in trash reminds his readers , " .. . [P)ast a cer­
countries have container ... t laws volume, as equipment failures and tain power and scale, we do not die­
and parts of Australia. r..-.6a, and accidents occur, and as increasingly tate our terms to the tools we use; 
Japan also have deposi. JIIIBfaiDS. stringent pollution control require- rather , the tools dictate their terms 
West Germany and Swit.dlld have ments raise the costs of operation. to us. " 
successful voluntary 1~ pro- Like nuclear power, mass burn 
grams in place. technology was adopted without its 

The U.S. recycled r-ndous proponents fully considering or ex­
amounts of refuse durin&dldJepres- plaining how they planned to 
sionand WWIIandsome..-aofthe handle the leftover residue created. 
country have continued •mvived Radioactive waste from nuclear 
those efforts. The al~can in- power plants has been accumulating 
dustry in the U.S. promcJIIIImcycling since the inception of the industry 
and American cons~ ave re- in 1945 , and it has yet to find a final 
tumedoverhalfoftheJ...-mcans resting place. The waste is building 
bought since 1981, au • I a to the up in a variety of facilities while the Incineration's technological cousin 
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EOF SUITS SEEK TO EXPOSE NAnO E PROBL!M OF ASH DtSPOSAl FRO • INCINERATORS 
In a le&al move aimed at exposina the IWionwide problem of iDcineralor-p:DCnl~ Uh, tbc En­

vironmental Defense Fund last week sued tM city of OUcqo and Wbeclabrator TechDaiocies. a New 
Hampshire-based company, for alleaedly violatina swe and federal rqulations ill the haDdlina of 
muni,ipal v.asu: uh aenerated at the incinerators they-operate ill ClUc:qo, IL, aDd Peekstill, NY, respec­
tively . "The bottom line here is that data in both cases sbo-. unquestionably thai ub is a hazardous 
v.aste," explained an EDF scientist. 

An EDF attorney meued that the two fa.c:ilities sued were not sin&Jed out for their ncases, but 
rather are representative of the I J J opcratin& incincTaton aroUDd the cou.aU)'. "We've looked &l ~ 
two for quite some time and the samples indjwe they're consistcmly •nunkina' the (ubi test . .•• We 
don't mean to imply these tv.o incinerators are the only offenders, quite tbc coauary . ••• (But} in'apec­
tive of technoloaies. ash consistently Ounks the test ." Another EOF sourct claims tlae two suits "brill& 
out the national scope of it," &nd "represent the new facilities [Peekskill, NY] aDd the old (Chicaao), the 
city-operated [Chicaao) and the prhately-owned [Petkskill), LIDdfill disposal (Chic:qo) ud mooofill 
disposal [Peekskill) ." 

" Industry &S a whole and municipalities are loolti.n& iDcreasinaJy to inc:iDcration ud must comply 
with the laws and be willin& to pay for it," claimed ID EDF IOW'C::C wbo Doted tbat while there arc 1l 1 
such incinerators in e~stence, there are "scores" Of DCW fa.c:ilities in the ckvdopmmtaJJ&qe. 

U1easi~e data tompllf'd by £Dr ahtr~ tllat ull from crub ladMradoa t'OOtaias ctu.&ero• .. outs 
of the toxi.: metals lead and cadmium. and can also carry acessive lcveb or hi&hJy toaic dioxins. EDF 
main!ains that to~c metals are readil) leachable from incinerator uh 11 lcvds that 1\U"PUS ~e limits 
definin& a hu.ardous v.·aste v.·hen EPA's proscribed 'test'- the EP (exuactioo procedure) ToxiciJy Test 
- is em~loyed . EDF seeks an immediate halt to current handlin& and dUposaJ practic:cs ud the imposi-
tion of Cl' il penalues for the vio~tions io both suits. . 

Althou&h Conaress intended for household aarba&e to be uempt from rqulatiom under RCRA's 
hu.ardous v.aste rules . the lav. does DOt addrns bo•· incincrator-acnerated uh should be manqed. Ash is 
frequent!~ treated as a "special waste"- rqwated more suinamtly than prbqe, yet not manqed as a 
hu.ardo~,;. v.aste, EDF explains . Both states consider uh to be covered by the "bou.sehold nclusion" 
provision in RCRA, v.hich exempts incinerators of household municipal wute from hazardous wute 
reaulation. reprdleu of the waste's tolticity . An EDF source cmpbui.zed: "This will be the CCDtral issue 
in the suits . .. . The coun will have to rvaluate the merit of exemptions,'' but added. "Alb is dearly DOl 

exempt under current [Resource Conservation &. Recovery Act) rep." 

The e~ent to -.hich uh is ncmptf'd from ncalatioa udcr S.bdtle C ef RCRA II • OIIIOial 
debate Accordina to assistant administrator for Solid Wute aDd Emer&CDC')' JlcspoDK Wimtoo Poncr, in 
a speech aiven last week : "Not•ithstandin& the possible uclusions provided by JlCR.A for cauia uh 
res1dues, the EPA is concerned about the potential impact on hwnan bealth and the atviroaman of such 
residues ." An EPA source yys that the exemption practice is limited because household wastes arc 
rouunel~ mixed v.ith commercial and industrial -.astes prior to incineration. Tbt IICDI:Y is curreotly coa-
siderini expansion of the uemption to cover these commercial ud iDdustriaJ wut•. . 

The Chicaao Nonhwest Incinerator -.as built in 1970 and burns about 1,2$0 tom per day of the 
city's municipal v.·aste . The combined Oy and bottom uh was disposed or 11 Stearn's Quarry iD OUc:qo 
until late last year; it is no• transponcd for co-disposal with prbqe to the Forcsr Lawn sanitary laDdfiU 
in Michiaan . A spokesperson · for the IUinois-bued Citi.uns for a letter Envirol\lnelll, joiDt r&Jers with 
EDF in the Chicaao suit, explained there was a "substantial community uproarin&" about the uh 
disposal in the limestone quarry and the city subsequently &&reed ao Slop SCI\din&tM uh to StcarD's. All 
of the fly ash s.amples from Chicaao's Northwest incinerator aDd 10'1t or tbc combined uh samples Lilted 
ha"e uceeded federal standards ddinina a hazardous waste. 

The Peekskill (\~~\~ :hester County), NY. incinerator bqan opcratia& iD 1914 and burns appro•­
inlately 2.rxx> toni o : t ~ . ~ County'~ municipal waste per day. Tbe ash is disposed or 11 the c:ouaty~ 
Sprout Brook uhfill in Conlandt , l':Y (Inside EPA, Nov. 27, 1917, p.3) . More than~ of 1.bt combin­

. ed ash s~ples that have been tested uceed federal hazardous waste staDdards. 

" 'lleelabrator Tccllaolocie-t maintains tlaat lite _., acalut lite Pwksklll fadl.lt) ba .. ..-tr'n' or 
leaal merit. One company official mainwned: "Tbc facility has always met the requiraDCDU 11 l.bc b:al, 

state and federal levels- and until notified by the New York Dept. of EnvironmcataJ ~or 
the U.S. EPA we will not alter our operation ." Officiah with the Illinois EPA bavc likewise maiDtaiDed 
that the incinerators and landfills in Illinois are Dot operatina in violation or swe or federal laws. 

I~ SIDE £P A - Ftbn&u, 5, 1- ' . 
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HOMAS ORDERS ASH GUIOAN~ .,; HOLDUP' AS PACKAGE SPRINGS L! L LEAK.S 
EPA ch ief ue Thomas has reponedly decided to bold up EPA's p:idanct Ollattlllic:is* ab cl:wpcal. 

deJa vi n& its urly-1988 reluse to allo• continued debate within &Dd ouuick tbt 11f:DC7 011 tbt lepJ ~tams 
of the residue from incinerated &arbaae . A&ency sources offer coaructina n::aoDS for tht ~. 
dectsion; the most common involves his distrust of a lepl calJ by the off'ICCS or Sotid Wutc aad OcDeral 
Counsel that v.ould redefine ash as a "special waste, .. lcavin& it aempc ia IOIDe c::ues from hazardous 
v.·a.ste la•s. even thou&h it may, in some cases, be danaerous . The aaency nonetheless bas bcal c:oaDdcr­
inF. issuini gutdanc:e on how to handle ash in lieu of a decision oo wbcthcr it sbould be lal.ed (lee ntaed 
story) . 

There have ~n conflict in& sianals on EPA's direction on manqement of uh . Some acax:Y marc:es 
ha"e also reponed confusion amon& staff over the issues. Two hiahly publicized st\Miies about prt.ae 
lr.achate . landfills and ash disposal also stirred • creat deal of controversy amoq EPA offJCials, m­
vironmentalists and c:onaressional staff- each interpretina the raulu of tbt studies differently.~ 
!,ources say much distrust remains over the way that EPA and nau:s tell ub to determine toxiciry. Tbc 
EP toxicuy test •u not desianed for evaluatina ash, critics charae. • 

"Definite!) there has been some rethink ina." one qency sourct said . .. Uu:nlly. thc:rc il a chaDp [aD 
plans) ever·y day ." This source said that under the current plan of action. there would be DO n:iln.crpn:ta-
tion of the Re~ourc:e Consen·ation & Recovery Act's household ac:lu.sion nak tJw EPA bopcd to tmploy ,... _____________ _ 

to exempt the ash from more strinaent rqulations. While work on the pida.ncc c:oatinues, qcncy sources 
say, Thomas has indicated that there "is no hurry to let it out ." AI a mectina ia early January. the .ct­
ministrator rcponedly asked EPA staffers wby ~ believed the pidanct should be issued .. i.D such a 
hurry," warnin& that they should be more "c:oDC:CTDeCi that we arc doiq it ri&Ju ... For DO-... we're 
w&itina for funher pid.anc:e.~· one source said. 

A hi&h-levtl source conrlflned that delay is likely . .. There arc SC"Ycral important tbinas to coasidcr,''. 
this source said. "We aced a sound basis for what we art doi.D& and there are impon&Dt local iuues to 
c:.oMider. I think the issue needs some time with Coqress. rather thaD us J'liSbiDa out with an an.swcr. 
Rushin& ahead is aot the best thin& to do. •• 

Aaolllcr qceey 10wce. lilo•t•n-. dellied tlaat lk piduc:t •Hkl t. ... ,.. ... We'll still Jet it OUl ill 
early 1988," this source said . .. Most CCT'tlinly by late February or early Marc:h ... 

In ~ember, Emeraency Rcspor.~ ~ A Solid W&slc chief J. Winston Poner told a Seale Eaviroa­
ment panel that the qcnc:y planned to issue a kpl interpretation that deems some munici~ waste com­
bustor ash "spec:ial w&sle .. exempt frc n lCllA hazardous -.stc retU~atioas . Poner also said the qcac:y 
planned to issue the lcpl interpretation and ttehn.ic:al JUid,anct topt.hcr (lDSick EPA. Dee. 10. 1917. P'). 

The household w&sle exemption was enacted ia the I 914 amendments to RCRA. ia sec:tioa lCXU. ~­
cordina to EPA's c:odific:ation of the amcndmcau. fadlitics Keeptiq Ollly bouseho&d wutcs arc cumpt 
from sabtitle C hazardous waste recuJation . EPA iD recent moaths bas also WCD the position dw tbc 
household waste nernption includes nonhazardous commercial aad industrial solid wutc- a stance tbat 
relieves facilities of the obli&ation to test wastes for toxicity and allows them to K'CCPl UDder lCRA sub­
title 0 ash that mi&ht otherwise test toxic: in solid w&slc laadfiUs. 

Several issues still under debate include: I . whether EPA c:aa reinterpret the law; l . the role of tbe 
EP toxicity test and whether it should be revised; 3. bow ash tcstina will fit iDto the solid waste m.a.uae­
mt:Dt prosram (the qmcy is upeaed to promWplc DCYt tec:hnolo&Y standards for landrllls); uad 
4 . source separatioa. 

------------
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Garbage In, Garbage Out 
Incinerators are quickly replacing lancifills, but the toxic stew 
they produce is a bigger problem than the trash they bum. 

Carolyn Mann 

W
HEN CAPT. DUFFY ST. PIERRE 

pulled his tug Break cf Dawn 
away from a Long Island 
dock on March 22, he 

thought he was taking a short trip to 
North Carolina with 3,186 tons of gar­
bage in tow. But after six states and three 
foreign countries refused to welcome 
the barge, St. Pierre's cargo became a 
fly-infested symbol of our throwaway 
society's disposal problems. 

After more than two months at sea, 
the barge finally returned to New York 
-where it sits while the cargo's owner, 
Alabama businessman Lowell Har­
relson, waits for court approval to un­
load the trash and burn it in a Brooklyn 
municipal incinerator. 

Like Harrelson, many U.S. cities are 

eyeing incinerators as they fmd them­
selves increasingly turned away from 
landfill sites. Americans toss out at least 
150 million tons of trash every year, and 
90 percent of that winds up buried. An 
April 1987 Worldwatch Institute study 
of the world's growing garbage glut re­
vealed that by 1990 half the cities in the 
United States will have exhausted their 
landfills . As reports of groundwater 
contamination from buried garbage 
grow, city officials across the nation are 
encountering heavy local opposition to 
the expansion of existing landftlls and to 
the opening of new ones. Cities often 
must resort to trucking their trash to 
rural areas, or even to other states. 

It's no wonder, then, that waste-to­
energy plants seem like the ideal solu­
tion. The plants burn municipal waste as 

• 
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fuel to generate steam and electricity, 
while reducing the volume of trash by 
60 to 90 percent. At least 200 of these 
facilities are now being planned, built, 
or operated nationwide. Most are "mass 
burn" plants, which burn waste without 
first separating its components. 

But along with electricity the plants 
are generating concern among environ­
mentalists, who say the ash the plants 
produce and the emissions from their 
stacks are serious-and virtually unreg­
ulated-health hazards. Environmen­
talists also worry that efforts to reduce 
waste and to create or expand recycling 
programs will go up in smoke along 
with the trash. 

The issue of incinerator ash-in partic­
ular, how to dispose of it-has drift­

ed to the forefront of the bum-plant 
debate. In EPA tests, every sample of fly 
ash, the fine particulate matter trapped 
in the plants' air-pollution control de­
vices, showed unacceptable levels of 
toxic metals such as lead and cadmium. 
Tests ofbottom ash, the unburnt residue 
that collects on an incinerator's grate, 
showed unacceptable levels of these ele­
ments in 10 to 30 percent of the test 
cases. Concentrations of the potent car­
cinogens dioxin and furan are also pre­
sent in fly ash. 

In short, incinerators turn bulky gar­
bage into compact, toxic waste. While 
one would expect to fmd ash disposal 
strictly controlled, this isn't the case. 
Under the Resource Conservation and 

J{eco•~rerv Act, it's up to plant operators 
to identify their hazardous materials . 
Because ash content varies from day to 
day, testing must be continuous. Yet op­
erators aren't eager to adopt costly con­
trol devices and monitoring programs, 
and the EPA does not force compliance. 

As a result, ash is often dumped in 
municipal landfills, where its toxic com­
ponents can leach into groundwater. 
According to Environmental Defense 
Fund scientist Richard Denison, many 
facilities routinely combine fly ash with 
the less-toxic bottom ash to avoid ex­
ceeding established hazard levels . But 
even the combined ash is failing many 
tests, Denison reports. 

"If the incinerators had to dispose of 
their ash as hazardous waste, " says 
Cynthia Pollack of the World watch In­
stitute, "it would make the plants ten 
times more expensive [to operate] ." In 
1985, according to the 1986-87 Resource 
Recovery Yearbook, disposal fees for non­
hazardous ash averaged $13 per ton, 
while those for hazardous ash ran as 
much as $200 a ton. 

The dearth of federal regulations of 
the plants' smokestad~ emissions is an­
other concern. Depending on the so­
phistication of pollution-control devices 
used, an incinerator may emit gases that 
contribute to acid rain, as well as up to 
27 heavy metals and extremely toxic di­
oxin and furan compounds. 

Like ash, airborne pollutants (other 
than solid-particle emissions) are subject 

This Dade County, Fla., incinerator removes many recyclables before burning waste, but it 
does not employ scrubbers to reduce smokestack emissions. 
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precious little federal regulation: of , , 
the 27 toxic metals that incinerators may * 
produce, only three (lead, mercury, and 
beryllium) are controlled. Increasingly, 
states are requiring bum-plant builders 
to install scrubbers that must curtail up 
to 95 percent of these acid-rain-causing 
enuSSlOnS. 

Despite their known toxicity, dioxin 
and furan are not regulated by the 
federal government. "These are two of 
the most toxic substances made by 
man," says Dr. Paul Connett, a chemist 
at St. Lawrence University in Canton, 
N .Y "They can damage the lymphatic 
system, cause birth defects, and pro­
mote cancer." When burned, chlorine 
compounds in waste products such as 
plastic, bleached paper, and table salt 
regroup and form these toxic molecules. 

I n general, bum-plant emissions do not 
bode well for air quality. Poor air is 

already strangling many parts of the 
country, and the rush to build waste-to­
energy plants is likely to exacerbate the 
problem. "Burn plants can add as much 
lead to the atmosphere as has been re­
moved by de-leading gasoline," says Si­
erra Club lobbyist Blake Early. "Com­
munities with high lead levels have no 
business considering mass burn. " Lead's 
fine particles lodge easily in the lungs, 
then find their way into the bloodstream 
and accumulate in bone marrow. 

Beyond the debate over incinerator 
ash and emissions, activists feel that in­
cinerators will do nothing to conserve 
resources and will gut the recycling pro­
grams that have taken years to establish. 
Recycling advocates point to successful 
European and Japanese operations, 
where as much as 65 percent of munici­
pal wastes are recycled, greatly reducing 
the amount of garbage to be buried or 
burned. Japan, for example, recycles 95 
percent of its beer bottles and two-liter 
sake bottles. Tossed in incinerators, 
these noncombustibles simply increase 
the volume of contaminated ash that 
must be buried. 

Recycling is also cheaper than either 
dumping or burning, advocates add. 
The one-ton bales of rotting paper on 
St. Pierre's barge, for example, might 
have fetched up to $20 a ton from re­
cyclers but would have cost at least $40 a 
ton to dump-if a landfill had been will­
ing to accept them. Cities should bum 



Eben and Ian McMillan, eighty-year-old brothers, ranchers, 
naturalists and environmentalists, are vigorous defenders of the 
California condor and its natural habitat. Life-long residents of 

San Luis Obispo County, they cite man's willful alteration of the 
environment as the real reason for the plight of this magnificent, 

nearly extinct species. With David Darlington as our guide, we 
investigate the interchange between plants and animals through 

Ian and Eben's eyes, and come to understand that the whole planet 
is really "condor country" and that not only it, but we, are in peril. 
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A "little treasure of a book. 
It's biography, natural history and 

politics all tied together." 
-Tom Turner, 

San Francisco Chronicle 
"Darlington is a 

fme stoeyteller and 
a vivid writer ... he 

has written an 
informative and 

thought-provoking 
book." 
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trash only as a last resort to their garb . . . . age 
cnSIS, acnv1sts say-and only after less-
damaging waste reduction, recyclin 

d 
. g, 

an source-separanon programs have 
been Implemented. 

"Should incinerators be built before a 
recycling program is in place, reducing 
the volume of garbage could be disas­
trous for plant operators and create con­
flicts with recycling proponents," wrote 
Allen Hershkowitz, director of solid­
waste research for the New York envi­
ronmental- research group INFORM, in 
a recent edition of Technology Review. 
Hershkowitz added that when burn­
plant operators are forced to share their 
garbage with local recyclers after a plant 
has been designed, they usually seek 
permission to truck in garbage from 
other cities-an option most commu­
nities fight. 

I n the meantime, environm ental 
groups, including the Sierra Club, are 

working to strengthen federal regula­
tion of these plants. Because of a settle­
ment reached with the Natural Re­
sources Defense Council, in July the 
EPA announced regulations that would 
require new incinerators to employ the 
"best available technology" (BAT). That 
would mean the installation of scrub­
bers to reduce emissions. Operators 
would be required to ensure that the 
largest possible amount of waste and 
pollutants is destroyed in the burning 
process. The EPA plans to propose 
guidelines for reducing emissions from 
existing incinerators by late 1989. 

Environmentalists and legislators are 
angry, though, that the EPA dld not set 
specific limits on the amount of pollu­
tion incinerators may discharge. "The 
EPA's own data say that these incin­
erators are sources of numerous car­
cinogens," said Rep. Henry Waxman 
(D-Cali£), chair of the House Subcom­
mittee on Health and the Environment, 
in a New York Times interview. "It is an 
outrage to say they should not be regu­
lated as hazardous air pollutants." 

A bill sponsored by Rep. James Florio 
(D-N.J.), H.R. 2787, is currently strug­
gling through congressional commit­
tees. Besides requiring BAT standards 
for new burn plants, the legislation 
would set monitoring, operating, and 
maintenance requirements to ensure 

• that bum-plant operators comply with 



th
-.JCl Air A Florio haS also inl(O-
ill' ean ct. . I-l R 2517 
d~d a companion bill. · · ' to 
regulate incinerator ash. . 

M hil 
nurnber of states either 

eanw e, a . 
have passed or are considenng mandato-
ry recycling prograrns. Rhode Island, 
New Jersey, and Oregon all recently 
adopted recycling legtslatton, and New 
York has a solid-waste-management 
plan in the works that aims at recycling 
50 percent of its waste wtthin ten years . 

But at presstirne, 3,186 tons of New 

York's garbage sits anchored off Coney 
Island. The load, largely composed of 
once-recyclable corrugated paper now 
ruined by sea water, waits to be burned 
in a scrubberless incinerator built 26 
years ago. While incinerating the trash 
may rid America of a national embar­
rassment, many environmentalists feel 
that the real issue has simply been swept 
under the rug. 

CAROLYN MANN is Sierra's copy editor. 
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RACHEL'S HAZARDOUS wASTE NEWS #121 

From Rachel: Weekly news and resources for citizens fighting toxics Mareh 21, 1989 

INCINERATION VS. RECYCLING 

Barry Commoner is the father of the 
modern environmental movement . Over the 
last 20 years, he has consistently led the 
way with clear thinking . His early book, 
TheCiosingCircle (NY: Knopf, 1971) , is 
still the best introduction to the intercon ­
nected problems of our environment. 

Now Dr . Commoner has once again 
provided leadership, giving us a way to 
think about the problem of municipal trash . 
In a speech March 4, 1989 to the New 
Jersey En vi ron mental Federation , Dr. 
Commoner outlined our situation : 

Our trash problems started with 
landfills. They are a non-renewable 
resource; once that hole in the ground is 
nled up, you have to go find another, 
more expensive one, and they're in short 
supply. Suddenly, a new, powerful indus­
try has arrived on the scene claiming a 
solution to our trash problems: the in­
cinerator industry . Where did this powerful 
new industry come from? Dr . Commoner 
points out that this is really not a new 
industry at all--it's merely the nuclear 
power people in sheep ' s clothing, selling 
new machines. Combustion Engineering, 
Westinghouse, Ogden-Martin ... they were 
then uclear industry, but they haven't been 
able to sell a new nuclear power plant for 
the last 11 years, so now they ' re selling 
trash incinerators. 

Incinerators have one important feature 
in common with nuclear power plants : they 
produce pollution that didn ' t exist before 
the plant was switched on. Nuclear plants 
produce radioactivity, which no one knows 
how to dispose of safely, and trash 
ilft!inerators produce toxic ash laden with 
dioxin and with heavy metals, which no one 
knows how to dispose of safely . 

There are only three ways to deal with 
trash: don't make it (which Dr . Commoner 
calls "the best way " ), recycle it, or 
incinerate it . Once trash is created, the 
question becomes, which is the best method 
for handling it--best in terms of getting rid 
of the trash, best for the environment, 
most affordable, and best for the economy 

of the local community? 
Dr . Commoner described two stud ies his 

organization has completed in the past two 
years, in Buffalo, NY, and in East Hampton , 
Long Island (New York). In East Hampton , 
one hundred families conducted a pilot 
study for 10 weeks ; they separated their 
trash into four components: food garbage , 
paper, bottles and cans, and other (non ­
recyclables, mainly plastics) . The East 
H~mpton study showed that ordinary peop­
le , us ing existing technology could recy ­
de<M% of their trash . (See RHWN #108 .) 

Dr . Commoner pointed out that Seattle , 
Washington , has achieved 60% recycling , 
and they are not even trying to compost 
their food wastes. "So it is clear that 
recycling can substitute for incineration to 
do the only thing that incineration is good 
at , which is to get rid of 70% of the trash . 
You can get rid of more of it by recy­
cling, " Dr . Commoner told his audience of 
350. 

The East Hampton study also showed 
that rectVc.H.n.g is 35% cheaper than incinera­
t ion. Even if the toxic ash from the 
incinerator is not shipped to an expensive 
hazardous waste landfill but is landfilled 
cheaply in a municipal dump, incineration is 
still 35% more expensive than recycling. 
Furthermore , the Buffalo study showed that 
recycl ing is much more beneficial to the 
economy of the loca .l community. If a 
community purchases an incinerator , the 
money is paid from the local economy to a 
large, multi-national corporation . But an 
intensive recycling program creates jobs for 
local people . In the case of Buffalo , the 
local economy would receive $12 million 
more per year from a recycling program 
than it would from an incinerator, even 
though the total cost of the recycling 
program would be Jess than the total cost 
of incineration . 

Finally, recycling is environmentally 
superior to recycling not because of the 
en vi ron mental effects of the recycling 
operation vs. the environmental effects of 
the incinerator but because of all the 
pollution that is avoided when recycled 
materials are substituted for raw materials . 
A glass bottle is originally made from sand 
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and lime; the sand is melted to make the 
glass. A bottle made from recycled glass 
uses much less energy than does a bottle 
made from sand. The same is true for 
aluminum; an aluminum object made from 
recycled aluminum creates much less 
pollution in its manufacture than does an 
aluminum object made from raw bauxite ore 
which must be processed to extract new 
aluminum. It is the avoided pollution from 
processing raw materials that gives 
recycling its important environmental 
advantage over incineration. 

Regarding the market for recyclables, 
Dr. Commoner points out that the manufac­
turers of paper, steel and aluminum save 
money by using recycled stock, so they will 
purchase as much of it as they can relia~ly 
acquire on a regular basis. These manufac­
turers need a guaranteed steady supply of 
recycled materials before they can gear up 
manufacturing processes reliant upon 
recycled materials. That is why community 
recycling programs will have to be man­
dated--communities will have to pass laws 
requiring participation in recycling prog­
rams--so the markets for recycled goods 
can be stabilized. 

Dr. Commoner said his study of East 
Hampton had shown that you could give the 
recycled materials away free and still 
handle the town's trash more cheaply than 
you could incinerate it. 

A major impediment to recycling 
programs is sGite-.aws, like the one passed 
by New Jersey, requiring all counties to 
establish recycling programs with modest 
goals such as recycling 25% of the trash. 
Dr. Commoner asks, What will happen to 
the other 75%7 It will be !ncin'!rated. 

Dr. Commoner pom¥!~ ~uf~ of' -o(ir 
~ 

trash' ca'n be recycled or incinerated but 
not both. Thus a program that sets a goal 
of 25% recycling will essentially guarantee 
that 75% of the trash will be incinerated. 
It will take 20 to 30 years to amortize (pay 
off) the cost of the incinerators, so during 
that period of time, the community will be 
prevented from establishing serious, far­
reaching recycling programs. "I tell you, 
the New Jersey law is a sly way of insuring 
that incinerators will be built," Dr. 
Commoner told his audience March 4. 

Dr. Commoner then put the trash 
problem into a larger framework . He 
pointed outthatwashington-based en vi ron­
mental groups (but not grass roots groups) 
often say they favor incinerators "with 
p Qper controls." Dr. Commoner says this 
is 'how we got into the nuclear power mess 
to begin with--people accepting a lousy 
tee .!\91Qg.~ hopingte.make it acceptable by 
ptJ ting expensive controls on it. He said 
it's time we realized . ftJnrnentcr Q.o!.ly~ion 
is~1ike an incurt'able .. dis-ea-~~-:()ur only hope 
rs. to pU!IU!ftl it. 

Environmental pollution begins in the 
system of industrial and agricultural 
production. This means that we have to 
control the system of production, Dr. 
Commoner said. 

He said the grass roots environmental 
movement "ex~Jmplifies the cutting edge of 
the environ~ehtal movement." He credited 
the movement with stopping the onslaught 
of the nuclear/incineration industry by 
asking for facts, seeking the truth and 
insisting "not in my back yard." 

Dr. Commoner is director of the Center 
for the Biology of Natural Systems (CBNSJ, 
Queens College, Flushing, NY 11367; phone 
(718) 670-'1180. 
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REPORT BY STATE COMMISSION WARNS AGAINST 
RUS-H BY CITIES TO BUILD TRASH INCINERATORS 

DETROIT - (By a BNA Stall Correspondent) - CitiD& 
cost and efficiency factors, a watchdo& acency ays Michi­
&an communities should think twice before they build truh 
incinerators to replace landfil.ls. 

"Considerin& the sicnmcant undesirable and unkDOWD fac­
tors associated with incineration, many communities may iD 
fact be tradin& one set of problems for another of equal or 
creater ma&nitude," the ~sic Subst&Dee CoDtrol Co~ 
aion concluded in a recently relused tw~yur study. 

Richard Cook, the commission's vice-chairman and author 
of the study, said trash burners are expensive, lnefticient. 
and generate significant amounts of toxic ash that must be 
buried in landAUs. 

While concedin& that communities with a dearth of land­
fill space have limited options, Cook said ~unities first 
should make every elfort to reduce or recyCiWastes. thep 
build the smallest burner possible. 

A number of Michi&an communities, iDcludiD& Jaebou. 
Grand !Upids, and Detroit, already have pled&ed to baild 
trash incinerators. Many others, includin& Muskecon, Jtall. 
nuzoo, and Oakland counues, are consideriD& i.DclDeratora 
as. t'Pl.acements for bothersome landfill~. 

But Cook said that when all costs are calculated, iDcludiDc 
future public expense of cleaning up land1ills that leak the 
leftover wastes from incinerators din becomes ~ 
DOm1ca y compet1t1ve Wit urning or burxin& trash. 
Cook said each commurtity should 6.nd its own best way to 
recycle, such as sellin& special low-priced trash bap for 
curl>-side pickup of recyclable wastes. 

Cole said the r&a-eks to trash burners are that: 
• Costs for construction, operation, and maintenance of 

Incinerators almost al..-ays are far higher than expected; 
·-.undAII disposal costs for tosic debris from incinerators 
are likely to skyrocket in the future; and . 

• Incinerators need a constant supply of wastes. which 
creates a sell-perpetuating demand for truh that hurtl 
elorts to reduce or rec~cle wastes. 

DeSpite early steps y GOv. James BlaDWrd eel the 
le&islature to promote recycllD&, there lw been little actioa 
on the issue, the commission concluded. 

"Unlesa the state takes an agressive Jeaderahlp role, 
lDelneration will iD fact become the major alteruUft of 
choice," the report llld. 

David Dempsey, the coveniOI"'a eviroDmeDtal actrilor, 
aaid the state is be&innin& to discuss le&islatioo that would 
make the recyclin& procram a state priority. 

He said one possibility is a law that would forft eommiiDl­
ties to include recyclin& procrams with constnletion of DeW 
trash incinerators. Also bein& considered is a law that would 
tu material dumped in lancWls; the money would 10 f~ 
r din& projects. ... ' 

Copies of the report, Report on Trash IncineTation, 
dated Oct. 17, are available for ,4.00 from Jim Bedford, 
Toxics Substances Control Commission, P .O. Boz S0021, 
Lansin&. Mich. 4111011. 
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Burning Issue 

Energy From Garbage 
Loses Some of Promise 
As Wave of the Future 

Incineration Reminds Critics 
Of Nuclear-Power Fiasco; 
Recycling Again in Vogue 

In Tuscaloosa, the 'Turkey' 

By BILL RICHARDS 
SIQ// R~port~r of THEW ALL Snu:ltT J c ,J RNAL 

POMPANO BEACH. Fla. - Towering 
over the sand and scrub pine at this city 's 
outskirts ts South Florida 's tallest land· 
form-Broward County's last legal dump. 
Unes of trucks snake up Its sides, adding 
more than a thousand tons of trash daily. 
"Right now," says county waste official 
Thomas Henderson. " we are being pressed 
right up against the wall." Broward's solu· 
Uon: replace Its mountain of trash with a 
mound of debt. 

The county plans to spend nearly $700 
million on a pair of "resource recovery" 
plants-a giant new breed of incinerators 
that gobble garbage and turn it Into sal· 
able steam and electricity. This, for many 
American communities. Is the latest alter· 
native to drowning In garbage. 

Yes, say Incineration's opponentS, a 
panacea-just as nuclear power was. The 

.waste-t<H!nergy camp responds: The 
critics, not Incineration, are the problem. 

'Bill of Goods' · 
The 131,000 residents of Pompano Beach 

and two other Broward communities will · 
take no part in the big project. Dey're 
bulldlnr a recycling and composUng plant 
instead. "Mass iDclneration Is astronomi· 
cally expensive and environmentally haz· 

· ardous," says Pompano Beach City Com· 
missioner Michael N. Gomes. 

"Broward County has been sold a bill of 
goods, just like municipalities all over the 
country," says Frank Kreidler. an attor· 

1 ney for South Broward Citizens for a Bet· 
ter Environment. This group and the state 
of Florida have challenged Broward 's proj· 
ect in the state supreme court. 

The garbage crisis has promoted the 
construction of 73 waste-to-energy plants 
arouncl the country , with hundrPds morP 
planned at ;, r "~rnbinrd cost of more than 
.. • ""' "- ~ It : _ •• , ' •. ~ • . • •• •. r . • .. , • 
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,\ selSe~ llf #.flaw ilt.tht. trend toward burn-
nc· In the 1900s.~ tll~ say. this could be-

.:. ~ .,.. • .,.--en~ nu\.1\.~j'l' 
~ plant-building binge was to electric u11litles ·. 
) in the l970s. It plunged many into an ~ 
n c and environmental swamp in which 
a few are still mired, their huge cost over· 
runs unrecoverable from customers. their 

. shareholder dividends shrunken or ended. 
· Unhappy Surprises 

Robert A. Epler, the head of resource 
recovery for San Diego, says public offi· 
clals today are repeating the utilities' mis-. 
takes in moving toward bigger and costlier 
projects instead of alternatives. mainly re· 
cy,eling. "Titese Incinerators are the most 
expensive investment a Jot of these com· 
munlties will ever make," says Eric Gold· 
stein, an attorney for the Natural Re­
sources Defense Council. a New York envi­
ronmental group opposing mass incinera· 
tlon. "A lot of them are just coming to re· · 
allze the cost of a mistake could be very 
high." 

The critics have a point. Already, the 
new incinerators are proving far more ex· 
pensive than many communities dreamed. 
Some have spent millions of dollars to 

Plans for New Plants 
Number of municipalities that have signed 
contracts for waste-to-energy plants 

So..I"Cf: Kiddrr, Prabody .t Co. 

cover debt costs after revenues from elec· 
tricity sales failed to meet expt>ctations. 
More millions have gone into the tricky 
business of applying European garbage· 
burning technology to U.S. trash. loaded 
with abrasive plastics. glass and alumi· 
num. Pinellas County. Fla., engineers were 
startled when the boiler on their new Inc in· 
erator, which was supposed to last 20 
years, began disintegrating In less than a 
year. The retrofit co-;t : S5 million. 

Perhaps more worrisome. the lncinera· 
tors are burdening communities with thou· 
sands of tons of ash so laden with toxic 
heavy metals that it can be legally 
dumped In only a few places. Environmen· 
talists are pressing for tough enforcement 
of federal dumping laws. which so far have 
been ignored, but industry officials warn 
that could be economically · ruinous. 

Such concerns have skittish local offi· 
cials backing off in droves. More than $3 
billion in projects have been scrapped in 
the past 18 months. and new orders have 
slowed to a trickle. In Collier County, Fla., 
officials dropped plans for an incinerator . :. 
last year after issuing S88 million in bonds 
for it. "We took another look at the risks 
and decided to pull out and protect our· 
selves," says Arnold Lee Glass. the head 
of the board of commissioners. 

For those still committed to wastP·to· 
energy plants. unresolved problems 

Please Turn to Page i 1, Colrmn1 1 



Cincinnati lncir~ rator Sparks Joint · hio/EDF Action 

T hrough EDF's Environmental In­
formation Exchange (EIE), EDF 
is working with state environ­
mental groups in Connecticut, 

Illinois, Ohio, Michigan, and Wisconsin 
to promote environmentally sound man­
agement of municipal solid waste. A re­
cent EIE effort in Cincinnati, involving a 
proposed "mass burn" incinerator, vivid­
ly demonstrates how EIE works jointly 
with state-level environmental groups to 
solve urgent state and national problems. 

The Ohio Public Interest Campaign 
(OPIC), a member of the EIE network, 
inviTed EDF to help in Ohio. EDF staff 
attorneys Kathie Stein and Michael Herz 
and staff scientist Dr. Richard Denison 
went to Cincinnati for two days to meet 
with citizens groups, government officials, 
and the media to discuss problems with 
and alternatives to the incinerator plan 
and its "burn everything" approach. 

Mass burn technology poses a number 
of concerns. The inclusion of noncombus­
tible materials such as cans and bottles 
in incinerated waste can compromise the 
safety and efficiency of the entire process. 
Other products such as batteries, paint, 
and tires contribute toxic metals to trash 
-and to incinerator ash-and clearly 
should not be burned. 

Also, in part because Cincinnati is not 
yet operating or even planning any large­
scale recycling or waste reduction pro­
grams, EDF concluded that the proposed 
incinerator is oversized. Indeed, it would 
undermine efforts to launch such pro­
grams because Cincinnati would be re­
quired to send all its waste to the 
incinerator. EDFurged Cincinnati instead 
to reassess the need for the facility and 
begin long-term planning for safe man­
agement of its solid waste. 

Concerns Also Reach Washington 
This EIE action may also have impact in 
Congress, where Cincinnati Representa­
tive Thomas A. Luken is an important 
figure in the progress of pending legis­
lation to control the hazards of ash and 
air emissions from municipal incinerators. 
EDF' s work on toxic ash has been reported 
in recent EDF LETTERs. 

In response to EDF's concerns, Rep. 
James]. Florio introduced bills requiring 
the Envii'Ohmental Protection Agency to 
specify stringent tests and treatment stan­
dards faraaltthat is hazardous to human 
health an the environment, impose tech­
nology-based controls on toxic incinerator 
emissions, and compel cities to adopt 
enforceable solid waste management plans 
before they can issue an incinerator 
permit. Similar legislation has been 
introduced in the Senate. 

OPIC learned of these bills through EIE and is working with EDF to enact them. In 
its regular canvassing, OPIC told Cincinnatians about the bills and has made sure that 
Rep. Luken, who chairs the 
House subcommittee to which 
the ash bill was referred, knows 
they have strong local support. 
OPIC 's efforts should convince 
Rep. Luken to hold prompt 
hearings. 

EDF MEMBER ACTION ALERT 

EDF urges members to ask 
Representatives to support H.R. 
2516 and 2517 and ask Senators 
to support the Sen. Env. 
Committee/Burdick Bill. 

Donald A . Newman, a Cincinnati businessman whose 
property borders site of proposed incinerator, with Roxanne 
Qualls of Ohio Public Interest Campaign, and EDF staff 
Michael Herz, Dr. Richard Denison, and Kathie Stein. 

Nations Debate Plight of Elephants 

R 
epresentativesof86na­
tions met for two weeks 
in Ottawa, Canada, re­
cently to address threats 

to rare species involved in inter­
national trade. The forum was 
the sixth biennial meeting of 
CITES, the Convention on Inter­
national Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and 
Flora, the only global treaty 
governing commercial trade in 
wild plants and animals. 

EDF participated in the meet­
ing, as it has in past CITES meetings, as 
a non-governmental observer, a status 
that offers uncommon opportunities to 
take an active part in CITES deliberations. 

Although CITES has reduced the 
menace of trade to many wild species, 
that threat continues for many others. 
Among these is the African elephant, and 
much of the Ottawa meeting was devoted 
to the plight of the elephant and to 
finding ways to stem its alarming decline. 
EDF Wildlife Program Chairman Michael 
]. Bean, who represented EDF at the 
meeting, took part in the special working 
group on the elephant problem and helped 
draft resolutions on other topics. 

A report from the African Elephant 
and Rhino Specialist Group of the Inter­
national Union for the Conservation of 
Nature presented a grim picture. The 
estimated African elephant population 
has been reduced from over 1.2 million in 
1981 to only 750,000 in 1987. The decline 
has been even more dramatic in East 
Africa, with estimated populations down 
by more than half in this short time in 
Tanzania, Somalia, and Sudan. 

Halting Illegal Trade in Ivory 

Habitat loss has reduced elephants in 
some areas, but the major problem is 

illegal ivory trading. CITES allows some 
raw ivory exports from individual African 
nations under a two-year-old quota sys­
tem. Unfortunately, far more ivory is 
currently traded illegally than the amount 
traded legally under the quota system. 

The primary offenders appear to be 
Burundi, an African nation with no 
remaining elephants of its own, and the 
United Arab Emirates, which recently 
became the first nation to announce its 
intention to withdraw from CITES. In 
an unusually blunt action, CITES 
delegates passed a resolution calling for 
diplomatic, political, and economic 
sanctions to pressure these two nations 
into cooperating with elephant con­
servation efforts. They also adopted 
other, less dramatic measures designed 
to make the CITES ivory quota system 
more effective. 

Among several other important actions 
taken was a ban on further international 
commercial trade in the palm cockatoo 
and the hyacinth and military macaws, 
three large parrots involved in the pet 
trade. Proposals by France and Indonesia 
to reopen global trade in certain species 
of sea turtles were rejected, but trade 
restrictions on once-endangered croco­
dilians were relaxed. 
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Y arry om oner of household trash - is picked up as bles). The food scraps and soiled 

P
roperly handled, recy­
cling could dispose of 
most ·of the nation 's 
trash. But New York 
City and many other 
municipalities through­

the country are turning to inciner­
m to solve their trash disposal 
•blems. This is the wrong direction. 
·wo recent developments serve as 
tely warnings. The first Is the state 
Jartment of Environmental Con­
vation's Tefusal to approve a per· 
. to construct an incinerator at the 
10klyn Navy Yard. The other is the 
wing number of reports about the 
mcial trouble being encountered 
,ncinerator projects. 
he decision on the Navy Yard in­
~rator was based on two facts that 
·e not considered by the Board of 
imate when, in 1985, it approved a 

11 to build five and eventually eight 
nore trash-burning incinerators in 
city. 
·1rst, Incinerator ash Is toxic and 
refore not disposable In the Fresh 
s landfill on Staten Island. Second, 
city could recycle much more 

11 15 percent of its trash - its far 
n realized target- or even the 25 
cent called for in a bill now before 
City Council .. 
he Board of Estimate should 
msider its decision and instead 
the Sanitation Department to de­
' a trash disposal system in keep­
with these new facts. 
new system could be created sim· 
by changing the way trash is 

I rated In the city's present, volun-
' recycling program. Participants 
uate trash into three categories. 
• of them, newspapers and cans 
botUes, are hauled in compart· 

tted trucks to a processing plant 
:onversion into marketable prod-

ry Commoner is · director of 
ens College's Center for the Bioi• 
of Natural Systems, which qevel· 
f intensive recycling systems,for 
·alo and .~ast Hampton, L.l. · 

usual and taken to Fresh Kills. paper, combined with yard waste (to- Recycling is 
cheaper, 
cleaner 

According to the Sanitation Depart- · gether, amounting to about 23 percent 
ment, a maximum of 2,300 tons a day ·of residential trash), would be com­
of recyclable materials could , be ob- posted and marketed for horticul­
tained from households In this way - tural and certain agricultural uses. 
about 17' percent of the residential The second fraction, representing 
trash collected by the city (about 60 percent to 65 percent of residential 

· 14,000 tons a day, or half the total trasp, would be hauled ' to a process­
trash stream). However, recycling lng plant ( like the one now operated 
collections in 1988 have averaged for the city. in Harlem), separated 
only 30 tons a day, less than 2 percent into various grades of paper, alumi­
of this modest goal. num cans, tin cans and color-sorted 

and more 
efficient. 

1 But the current recycling program crushed glass, and then marketed. 
targets only a fourth of recyclable Allowing for inefficiencies, this sys-
trash. By the simple · expedient of · tern would recover and dispose of a said repeatedly that they would ex 
reorganizing the separation instruc· · total of about 80 percent of residential pand the necessary manufacturin1 
tions, all of the recyclable trash trash. The remaining nonrecyclable facilities if they could be assured of < 

(nearly 90 percent of total residential material would be deposited in Fresh steady supply. The adoption of in ten 
trash) could be collected and, with Kills. By thus greatly reducing the sive recycling · by New York City i: 

. suitable facilities, processed and burden on that overstressed facility, precisely the signal they need. 
marketed. R~cycling could then re- ·we would triple Its expected life. Intensive recycling Is inherent 1~ 
cover about 80 percent of all residen- The same procedures could readily cheaper than incineration, by 35 per 
tial trash. This would do better than be applied to commercial waste, the cent in the system designed for Eas 
Incinerators, which bum only 70 per· other half of the city's trash stream. Hampton. Moreover, incineration am 
cent,: leaving 30 percent as ash. More Experience shows that a high level of recycling are mutually exclusive 
Important, it would enable us to get participation, which is of course es- since abOut SO percent of the trasl 
by without building any incinerators. sentlal, could be achieved If the new components ar e burnable or recycla 

· The feasibility of this scale of recy- recycling program were mandated ble, but obviously n-ot both. A warrer 
cling is evident from the results of a by law and accompanied by a large- · County, N.J., incinerator has beer 
10-week test of an intensive recycling scale education program. forced to operate, uneconomically 
system by 100 families In East Hamp- An intensive recycling system well below capacity because burnabi{ 
ton, L':l. In the experiment, 84 percent could be operating within little more ~ trash components have been divertec 
of therr trash :-vas recovered as mar- than a year- Jon~ ~fore the Br<>?k· to meet the state's mandate for 2: 
ketable materrals. lyn Navy Yard r~cmer~tor, wh~ch percent recycling. The proposed solu· 

could take four to frve years to bUJld. . 1 . d h · f f · 

U.S. cities 
shouldn't 
build 
incinerators. 

·In New York City, under such a sys­
tem householders would · separate 

. their trash Into just three categories, 
as they do now. But the classifications 
would be different: food scraps and · 
soiled paper; all forms of paper, cans 

Certainly, the city could be recycling ", t .on rs to re uce t e srze o uture m 
much more than the 3,000 tons a day : cmera~ors, but that would freeu 
that the Brooklyn Navy Yard inciner- l recycling . at 25 percent - agam 
ator is supposed to bum long before ~ne~onomrcall_y :- for the 20-yea r 
that now-paralyzed project could be hfeume of the mcmerators. 
completed. Finan~. we shouldn't lose sight o 
· The Sanitation Department claims the envrronmental . aspects of . th 

that a high level of recycling from a Issue. By supplantm.g ~he envrron 
city as large as New York would .· ment~lly haza~dous mcrnerator an1 
overwhelm the existing markets for L av01drng pollutron from the produc 
recovered materials- that recycling tron of vrrgm metal, glass and pape1 
can grow only after the demand for intensi~e ~ecycling is clearly prefer 
its products expands. In reality, the able to rncrneratron. 
situation is just the reverse. Intensive recycling gives us an op· 

Recycled materials are cheaper portunity to transform the presenr 
than the virgin products for which trash program from an all-too·typil'al 
they substitute. Aware that recycled example of the city's failure to solve 
materials Increase profits, users of Its public problems into a rare and in· 
recycled glass, metal and paper have spiring success. D 



TRASH BURNING 
BRINGS NEW WOES 

Connecticut Faces Shortage 
of Landfill Space for Ash 

t.t'li~: Left by Incinerators 
~- ll' /l i j 1

( 
-t, , :~ , ·. ByKIRKJOHNSON 

Spcc1al1o TM Ne-w York T1mes 

HARTFORD Conn., Jan. 25 - Fif­
teen years ago, with empty land for 
garbage dumps disappearing, Connect­
icut became one of the first states to 
look to large incinerators as a way to 
dispose of trash. Today, the state is 
str.Y&8.!!,ng to dj!l!.t _with the con~e­
qu,e~es of its own foresight. 

The problem is that the garbage ash, 
originally envisioned as a sort of fire­
purified landfill that could be disposed 
of in ordinary dumps, has become 
much more toxic, partly because of 
tighter arrpolfution regulations. The 
diOXin lead and Cadmium that once The Ne•· Ynr' T•mr> S•rphrn (JSio~n<l<• 
went ~P fhe stack liOWgoCI(!W_I_l the ash · H rtf d c · · r 
chute, and the toxins are just as unpop- Worker loading garbage ash onto a dump truck at a disposal plant m a or . onnect1cut IS strugg mg 
ular in the ground as they were in the with the problem of garbage ash; once envisioned as easily disposed of, it is now more toxic. 
air. ' ~------:_------~--~----------------------------------------------------------

While other states have larger incin-
erator systems planned, Connecticut is tie economic base," Mrs. Herbst , a 
already burning 40 to 60 percent of its Th l f h Democrat, said. "Now the state is com-
household trash, the state estimates. It e e tOVer aS ing in and saying, 'Not only are you 
is so far ahead of other states that fer a going to solve your own problems, but 
time last year, when plants across the is now too toxic you're going to solve th: problems for 
country were mostly just beginning the whole state of Connecticut. ' I think 
operations, Connecticut, the third· f r mOSt dumpS it'salittlemuchtoask." 
smallest state, had nearly one-fifth of 0 But opponents of the study's selec-
the nation's trash-burning capacity. to handle. tions face intense pressure to find suit · 

La dflll N r1 c 1 able alternatives. Having 13 clearly 
n 

5 
ea ng apac ty 1----------------1 identified sites will , as one lawmaker 

"States like New Jersey and Massa- put it , allow everyone else in the As-
chusetts and Rhode Island will prob- sembly to band together and push 
ably end up where we are," said Robert "Everyone is very unhappy, but my through the legislation. A similar over· 
E. Moore, assistant deputy commis- guess is we ' ll have to use the override, " ride bill which included no specific 
sioner at the Connecticut Department said Representative Mary M. Mush in- sites failed in the Assembly last year. 
of Environmental Protection. "We're sky, a Democrat and co-chairwoman of " Everybody thought it was going to 
just there a little sooner." the Assembly's Environment Commit- be them , and no one wanted to be seen 

The state is financing research into tee. She represents Wallingford, one of as approving something like this for 
ways to eliminate toxins from the ash, the 13 towns identified this month in a their town." Ms. Mushinsky said. 
but faces a more immediate problem ; state study as containing a "geologi-
the la.ndfills it is currently .using are cally suitable" ash landfill sites. ' Con~t~ut's five trash pl~_mts .. in 
nearin2CaDacity. - -- Hartford, Bridgeport, Bristol, Walhng-

ln the next few months, the Connect- Benefits for Landfill Hosts ford and Windham, process an average 
icut General Assembly will be forced to of 4 .4~ of trash and produce about 
decide whether to co~l a handful of 1,700 tons of asb every gay. That 1s 

The study by the Department of En- 10 · h h c tcwns to take the as ~ - in a year more than umes as muc as ur· 
with a huge state revenue shortfall - vironmental Protection considered rently being produced in New Jersey, 
pey hundreds of millions of dollars to sites in every community in Connect- which has the most ambitious long­
h'ave it carted out of state for burial. icut, eliminating all but the 13 because range incineration plans in the region, 
. The state wants 13 new landfills to of factors like the geology, water table according to figures from Governmen­

h,bld ash from plants all over the state. or development of the sites. Although tal Advisory Associates, a private com­
Previously, communities accepted the the report stressed that politics were pany that researches waste disposal 
ash in their landfills because in most not involved, population density was data. 
· considered, and the result was that cases the plants were providing an an- Although New York has a greater m-

swer to the town's own garbage prob- nearly half the sites are in the state 's cineration capacity, burning more than 
!em, and because they did not realize northeast corner, it;S_least~s a~ 8,000 tons daily, no similar ash-disposal 
how toxic the ash was. But since most 1~ aff~nt area. crisis has arisen because the state ts 
local zoning laws prohibit landfills "Forget about the soil composition larger and because most of the plants 
from containing the contaminants now and geology -everyone knew this was are smaller and locally operated. 
know to be found in ash, the Assembly how it would turn out," said Senator 
would likely get its landfills only by em- Marie A. Herbst of Vernon, whose dis- In Connecticut, officials sa1a that 
powering state officials to override trict contains a proposed site. towns picked for landfill sites would re-

the hope that some communities might 
volunteer for participa tion. the legisla-

1 tion contains a provisiOn that ex tra m­
ducements, poss ibly including tax 
breaks, reductions m energy· costs and 
other financia l benefi ts would go 10 
towns that step forward. 

Because not a ll 13 landfill si tes ~ n• 
needed to meet Connecucul 's need,. 1 
the bill would crea te a six-momh / 
period after its passage dunng wh1ch 
the state and towns could negouat r I 
Each side would then submil 3 " las t. 
best offer, " and the agreement wou ld I 
be settled by binding a rbnra11on. 

Meanwh ile. a Sla te-financed re- ~ 
search proJ eCt a t the Cn1versny of Con · 
necticut at Stor rs 1s trymg to fm d a 
way to elim ina te tox ins from the ash so 'j 
it can perhaps be re-used for highwa \ 
or other const ruction. But e\'en 1f a 
solution is found , it could not be car neu 
out immedia te ly. I 

Critics say Connecticut rushed Into I 
trash-burmrig t echno log1r~ and JS now 
bound to incineration by the mill1ons of ; 
dollars already spent and the momen · 
tum of plants that are up and runnmg. 

"It 's too late f_or~_ {;onnecu cut com­
murinles that have bought into inciner­
ation in a big wa y," said P.aul Connet t. 
an associate professor of che m1stry a1 
St. Lawrence University 1n Ca nton . 
N.Y. Mr. Connett is also the na tiona l 
coor<llil_ator for a group ca lled Woi'K pn 
Waste,_UM·· which organizes loca l 
opposlljpD to new trash plant s in favor 
of com~ng, rec1!!_ng and r~e. -

"Thn1J(about it - the bett e r the m· / 
cinerators get , the more tox1c the ash 1 becomes and so we convert three tons 
of trash to one ton of ash," he sa 1d. "II 
doesn 't make environmenta l or eco­
nomic sense." loc•ll•w.. "M'"Y <ow"' lo my'""'" hm II<- ~;;::;fl:; lo~og•. lo 

~~"d==-


