
           
 
 
QQuueessttiioonn::  Are  conversion technologies another form of incineration, so called 
“incinerators in disguise”? 
 
Answer::   Incineration is literally the burning (combustion) of organic substances 
contained in waste materials in an oxygen-rich environment where the waste material 
combusts and produces heat and carbon dioxide, along with a variety of other pollutants 
including dioxins, furans, NOx and SOx.i 
 
Conversion technologies (including gasification, pyrolysis, anaerobic digestion and other 
processesii), unlike incineratorsiii, do not burn waste. They are non-combustion 
thermal, mechanical, and biological processes that convert post-recycled residuals 
(materials that would otherwise be sent to landfills) into green fuels like ethanol and 
biodiesel, clean renewable energy and other marketable products.   
 
QQuueessttiioonn:: Are conversion technologies, capable of effectively controlling the release of 
air pollutants? 
 
AAnnsswweerr::  Modern incinerators, also called transformation or waste to energy facilities 
when they create electricity, employ the most advanced pollution control devices and 
have substantially reduced their air emissions compared to just decades ago when they 
were first developed in large numbers.   
 
However, unlike incineration, conversion technologies provide an intermediate gas 
clean-up step as part of the process, thereby allowing for a variety of air pollution 
control technologies that result in even cleaner emissions, in addition to a variety of 
products such as biofuels and chemicals which cannot be produced by an incinerator. 
 
Additionally, conversion technology designs ensure significant emission reductions below 
applicable Air District standards.iv  
 
QQuueessttiioonn:: What are the benefits of conversion technologies over incineration? 
  
AAnnsswweerr::  Advanced thermal conversion technologies have several potential benefits over 
waste incinerationv, including lower environmental impacts, higher electrical conversion 
efficiencies, and greater compatibility with recyclingvi.  
  

Conversion Technology Q&A:  
 

Conversion Technologies  
are not Incinerators  



The volume of output gases as well as ash residual from a gasifier or a pyrolysis reactor 
is much smaller per ton of feedstock processed than from an incineration process.   
 
Sources and Additional Information 
                                            
i While incineration could successfully burn off any combustible elements, it must do so at extremely high and costly 
temperatures.  Incineration cannot control the release of dioxins, furans, NOx, SOx and other pollutants without 
considerable expense and difficulty due to the intrinsic inefficient furnace design, inconsistent furnace temperatures, and 
failure to recirculate gases into the burner’s high temperature zone. 
 
ii  Conversion technologies can be classified into three broad categories: thermochemical, biochemical, and secondary 
manufacturing (utilization of the mixed solid waste stream as raw materials in the manufacture of new products). 
Biochemical conversion technologies include anaerobic digestion, aerobic conversion and fermentation. 
 
iiiIn distinguishing between combustion and non-combustion technologies, combustion is the thermal destruction, in an 
oxygen rich environment, of solid waste for the generation of heat and subsequent energy production; flame temperatures 
ranging from between 1500F to 3000F.  
 
iv Conversion technologies operating in the U.S., Japan and Europe significantly meet or exceed air pollution standards 
for: PM, HCL, NOx, SOx, Hg and Dioxins/furans (ng/N-M3); see, University of California Davis and University of California 
Riverside, “Performance and Environmental Impact Evaluation of Alternative Waste Conversion Technologies in 
California” ( 2004); also see, Report on Worldwide Emissions Assessment of Thermal Conversion Technologies ( 2009) 
pp 8-30; University of California Riverside, “Evaluation of Emissions from Thermal Conversion Technologies Processing 
Municipal Solid Waste and Biomass” (2009).   

 
v The volume of output gases from a gasifier or pyrolysis reactor is much smaller per ton of feedstock processed than an 
equivalent incineration process.  While these output gases may be eventually combusted, the conversion/ process 
provides an intermediate step where gas cleanup can occur as opposed to mass burn incineration which is limited by 
application of pollution control equipment to the fully combusted exhaust only; gasification and pyrolysis produce 
intermediate synthesis gases composed of lower molecular weight species such as natural gas, which are cleaner to 
combust than raw MSW. 
 
vi Center for the Analysis & Dissemination of Demonstrated Energy Technologies (CADDET) and the International Energy 
Agency (IEA) report (1998); also see, California Integrated Waste Management Board, New and Emerging Technologies 
Report to the Legislature (2007), p 66. 
 

For More Information, please visit 
WWW.SoCalConversion.org 

 

 


