
WASTE and FIRE : what's the 
problem?

A live talk with Zero Waste Europe about Ukrainian realities

Janek Vahk -
janek@zerowasteeurope.eu

#zerowaste

zerowasteeurope.eu



What technologies of waste incineration exist? 

• Incineration
• Pyrolysis
• Gasification 

https://www.no-burn.org/facts-about-waste-to-energy-incinerators/



The impacts of waste incineration

Burning waste impacts:

• Health & safety
• Circular economy
• Climate

https://zerowasteeurope.eu/2018/02/9-reasons-why-we-better-move-away-

from-waste-to-energy-and-embrace-zero-waste-instead/



Are Modern incinerators safe?

Toxic emissions:

• Long-term measurements:
(dioxins and furans):

Only 12 hrs out of 365 days (0,1 % production time)
Only analyses of dioxins (PCDD) and furans (PCDF)
Only measurements under stable combustion conditions
And only pre-announced visits

Artistic impression of incinerator emissions, many of which are invisible to the 

human eye (Credit: F. Howe 2016)



Long-term vs short-term monitoring

https://zerowasteeurope.eu/2018/11/hidden-emissions-from-waste-incineration-new-case-study-reveals-dangerous-breaches/



Are Modern incinerators safe?

Toxic emissions:

• Bio-monitoring
(soil, feed, milk and eggs) 

https://www.biodetectionsystems.com/fileadmin/user_upload/BDS/Documenten/Events/BioDetectors_Conference_2013/2013_05_Arkenbout_Eggs-

milk-soil___incinerator_in_Harlingen__1_.pdf



Bio-monitoring

Biomonitoring of Metals in Children Living in an Urban Area and Close to Waste Incinerators.

https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/6/1919



Are Modern incinerators safe?

Incinerators generate:
- Toxic ash and residues

(approximately 30% of waste input)

https://ipen.org/sites/default/files/documents/ipen-toxic-fly-ash-in-food-v1_4a-en-web.pdf



Are Modern incinerators safe?

Incinerators generate:
- CO2 emissions 
(higher than burning fossil fuels)

http://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/28413/WTEfull.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y



https://zerowasteeurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/edd/2019/09/ZWE_Policy-briefing_The-impact-of-Waste-to-Energy-incineration-on-Climate.pdf

https://zerowasteeurope.eu/2019/09/waste-to-energy-is-not-sustainable/



What about incinerators in Vienna and Copenhagen?

Few facts:
- too expansive, 
- over-sized 
- bad for climate

https://zerowasteeurope.eu/2019/11/copenhagen-incineration-plant/



https://mfvm.dk/nyheder/nyhed/nyhed/regeringen-vil-have-co2-regningen-for-affald-ned/

We incinerate too much waste and we recycle and recycle too little. Plastic 

from e.g. meat trays, shampoo bottles and clothes end up in the wild or are 

burnt by and emit CO2, so recycling plastic is an important part of solving the 

climate crisis. That is why we now ask the Danes to sort more waste and make 

a green difference at the trash. This is a big task and it requires that, at the 

same time as the climate waste plan, we ensure that it is actually useless to 

sort, says Environment Minister Lea Wermelin.



Is safe incineration possible?

Incineration is a bad idea:
- destroys resources
- generates toxic metals that cannot be destroyed (end up in ashes or air)
- produces new toxins (hard to control)



What’s the alternative to incineration?

Material Recovery and Biological Treatment :

● Upgraded MBT sites allow:

○ Recovering further materials from residual waste (~25)

○ Minimising negative impact of landfilling 

○ Maintaining the flexibility of waste system

https://zerowasteeurope.eu/2013/05/what-to-do-with-the-leftovers-of-zero-waste/

New report on 

June 3rd





Best practices

https://zerowastecities.eu/



https://zerowastecities.eu/bestpractice/the-story-of-pontevedra/



https://zerowastecities.eu/bestpractice/the-story-of-salacea/



https://zerowastecities.eu/bestpractice/best-practice-ljubljana/



COVID-19 & incineration

Do we need incineration:

● No

● In fact, WHO and UNEP recommend other ways to disinfect waste

https://noharm-global.org/documents/health-care-waste-management-corona-virus-update
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