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Advocacy Position Statement 
 
 

Resource Recovery Utilizing Waste-to-Energy/Thermal Conversion Technologies 
 

Statement of Purpose 
The American Public Works Association (APWA) seeks to inform elected officials, 
regulators, policy-makers and decision-makers and the public at-large of its stated 
position on resource recovery of solid waste. 
 
Statement of Position 
APWA supports Waste-to-Energy/Thermal Conversion Technologies (WTE/TC) as an 
integral part of a community’s Integrated Solid Waste Management (ISWM) system.  
The Association supports the development of facilities for resource recovery of solid 
waste materials for thermal conversion or combustion to generate energy or industrial 
gases.  This recovery process represents the last opportunity for recovery from solid 
waste streams prior to deposition in a landfill.   
 
Background and Rationale 
As with the Association’s support of Integrated Waste Management Systems, WTE/TC is 
an integral component of that system to ultimately reduce dependence on landfills.  
Resource recovery is the recovery of useable content from waste after previous events in 
the solid waste hierarchy have occurred.  In general, any thermal or chemical conversion 
process that handles solid waste to eliminate or reduce the landfilling of such waste 
would be considered resource recovery.   
 
The predecessors to resource recovery, following the traditional EPA model, are 
reduction, reuse, and recycling, including composting.  The Association wholly supports 
continuation and expansion of these practices but understands that these practices are 
limited to the types of waste generated and that 100% elimination of a residual waste 
stream is favorable but difficult.  Resource recovery represents a “last line of defense” to 
landfill disposal.  For portions of the waste stream that cannot be recycled for varying 
reasons, resource recovery offers an opportunity to withdrawal energy value from these 
materials.  Residuals from these processes undergo volume reduction from the recovery 
process and also allow for additional material recovery. 
 



 

Although new technologies are being developed, the tested existing technology 
associated with Refuse Derived Fuel (RDF) and Waste-to-Energy (WTE) mass burn 
facilities have proven to be effective, safe and environmentally protective.  Emissions in 
this industry are the most stringent in the power producing sector.  Waste reduction can 
be upwards of 80% of the original volume and non-combustible items such as ferrous and 
non-ferrous metals can be recovered on the downstream end of the process.  Other 
technologies being developed include waste conversions technologies such a plasma arc 
systems and autoclave systems.  Currently, these are under consideration in many 
communities and offer similar benefits to existing processes including energy recovery, 
additional recycling opportunities and volume reduction.  
 
Use of WTE/TC facilities can: 
 

 Generate electricity offsetting electrical generation needs from fossil fuel 
derived sources and their associated emissions of green house gases 
(GHG). 

 Offset GHG’s such as methane and carbon dioxide due to the avoidance 
landfilling and the generation of these gases being during decomposition 
in the landfill. 

 Reduce mercury emissions through dedicated air pollution control 
technologies that are non-existent at landfills. 

 Capture additional recyclables such as metals that are not reclaimed in the 
previous steps of the EPA’s waste hierarchy. 

 “Provide greater energy diversity and increased energy security for our 
nation” – US Conference of Mayors Resolution (2005). 

 Increase recycling rates in communities that employ integrated waste 
management systems. 

 Reduce the carbon footprint of the electric generation sector – Global 
Roundtable on Climate Change (2007) 

 
APWA supports WTE/TC as an appropriate method of achieving waste abatement goals 
as part of an integrated waste management system. 
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