
           
 
  
QQuueessttiioonn:: Should Conversion technologies be viewed as a solution to California’s landfill 
problems?  
 
AAnnsswweerr:: Together with source reduction, recycling, and composting; conversion 
technologies are a critical component of the solid waste hierarchy and can help local 
jurisdictions divert materials from landfill disposal. 
 
QQuueessttiioonn:: Why should we change California’s existing solid waste management system? 
 
AAnnsswweerr:: California’s landfills are rapidly approaching capacity which necessitates the 
exporting of waste to remote locations and increases pressure to expand and build new 
landfills. 
 
Puente Hills Landfill, California’s largest landfill (located in Los Angeles County) closes in 
2013i.  As California’s population increases (an additional 10 million by 2020) and 
disposal capacity in many jurisdictions is reduced, local governments will have to ship 
their solid waste hundreds of miles to dispose of it or expand capacity at urban landfills.  
Conversion technologies are an environmentally preferable local solid waste 
management solution.ii 
 
QQuueessttiioonn::  We’ve made great strides in recycling, shouldn’t we continue to rely on the 
“3 Rs” to reduce our dependence on landfill disposal? 
  
AAnnsswweerr:: The California Integrated Waste Management Act requires municipalities to 
divert 50 percent of solid waste from landfill disposal or “transformation”iii. AB 341 
(2011, Chesbro) updates this by declaring that it is California’s policy goal that not less 
than 75% of solid waste generated be source reduced, recycled or composted by 2020. 
 
However, after 22 years the state has not been able to significantly reduce the total 
volume of waste it is putting into landfillsiv. With California’s population continuing to 
grow, municipalities cannot continue to meet the State’s waste diversion mandate, much 
less achieve “zero waste,” relying on just reducing, recyclingv and compostingvi. 
 
QQuueessttiioonn::  What are some of the specific benefits of conversion technologies versus 
continuing to dispose residual solid waste in landfills? 
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AAnnsswweerr::  Space requirements are substantially greater for a landfill than a conversion 
technology facility. Small-scale conversion technology units need no more than one acre 
of land to operate on compared to hundreds of acres consumed by a typical landfill.    
  
Conversion technologies are a more efficient way of producing domestic renewable 
energy than landfills, and they produce far fewer greenhouse gases and air pollutionvii. 
 
The State of California requires extensive post-closure maintenance for landfills, 
including monitoring the site for gas and leachate for up to 30 years after the closure 
date of the landfill. Conversion technology facilities do not require post-closure 
maintenance after the facility closes. 
  
  
Sources and Additional Information 
                                            
i The Puente Hills landfill has been a key component of Los Angeles County’s solid waste management infrastructure, 
providing up to one-third of the waste disposal capacity in the County. 
 
ii Wastes now going to Puente Hills Landfill may have to be shipped over 200 miles to alternative landfill sites. 
 
iii PRC 41780 (1989). 
 
iv In 1989 when California passed its mandate for 50 percent recycling, the state landfilled 40 million tons of waste.  In 
2008, recycling advocates claimed a 58 percent recycling rate at the same time the state was still landfilling 40 million 
tons of waste. During the next 25 years, following the status quo, the state’s population is expected to grow by 10 million 
people and place an additional one billion tons of municipal solid waste into landfills.  In October 2010, the County of Los 
Angeles characterized conversion technology facilities as a viable and necessary alternative to landfilling wastes: “The 
County envisions one or more commercial conversion technology facilities…being developed throughout the County as a 
means to provide long-term solid waste management capacity, to reduce dependence on landfills, and to stabilize waste 
disposal rates.”  Board Motion of April 20, 2010, Item No.44 Conversion Technologies in Los Angeles County Preliminary 
Siting Assessment.” At p 14.  
 
v According to the U.S. International Trade Commission, scrap metal and waste paper are among the largest exports of 
materials by tonnage from the U.S., with the vast majority of this material being shipped to China and other Pacific Rim 
countries. Rather than creating American jobs and enhancing the environment, these materials are processed under 
environmentally questionable conditions in other countries, where investigative reports have exposed terrible working 
conditions for workers processing the recyclables.  In addition, it is simply not economically feasible to recycle many 
waste materials, as a result these materials are sent to landfills or incinerators. 
 
vi According to the California Integrated Waste Management Board (now Cal Recycle) composting emits VOCs.  VOCs 
react with NOx and sunlight to create ground-level ozone. Local Air Districts are under pressure to reduce criteria 
pollutants stemming from composting. 
 
vii According to the California Integrated Waste Management Board (now CalRecycle): “The landfill scenarios without gas 
collection and utilization had the highest net energy consumption.  Even the best-case scenario (with gas collection and 
energy recovery) was significantly higher in energy consumption than the conversion technology scenario.”  New and 
Emerging Conversion Technologies, Report to the Legislature (2007) at P 61; also see, Los Angeles County Integrated 
Waste Management Task Force, “Conversion Technologies: An Opportunity to Enhance our Environment”, May 12, 2011: 
“Conversion technologies are an effective and environmentally preferable alternative to landfilling.” 

 
For More Information, please visit 

WWW.SoCalConversion.org 
 

 


