
           
 
QQuueessttiioonn:: Would conversion technologies hurt recycling? 
 
AAnnsswweerr:: Most conversion technology facilities are equipped with a highly specialized 
sorting system that removes recyclables prior to the conversion processi. Projects 
currently being developed in California are proposing to only handle post-MRF waste 
material that would otherwise be disposed in landfills, not separated recyclables.  
 
QQuueessttiioonn::  What type of materials do conversion technologies process? Do they require 
a constant feed of materials that could otherwise be recycled? 
  
AAnnsswweerr:: Conversion technologies have flexibility in the volume of waste they process, 
and can process a variety of feedstocks including medical waste, tires, biosolids, purpose 
grown energy crops, forest thinnings, and crop residues.  Conversion technologies can 
manage materials that are not easily recyclable.ii    
 
Homogenous feedstocks enhance the efficiencies of conversion technologies, therefore 
conversion technologies are designed to maximize the removal of materials that are not 
able to be converted; they should be viewed as complimentary to recyclingiii. 
 
QQuueessttiioonn::  Aren’t waste reduction, recycling, and composting enough to divert materials 
from landfills? 
  
AAnnsswweerr:: Recycling alone will not solve California’s waste management problems; even 
with a claimed recycling rate of 58 percent (12 percent of which is green waste placed in 
landfills for daily cover), California disposes between 35.5 and 43 million tons of post-
MRF residuals annuallyiv.  
  
The nations that recover the greatest amount of energy from solid wastes are also the 
nations with the highest recycling ratesv.  
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Sources and Additional Information 
                                            
i  Conversion technologies require “up-front” sorting and/or preprocessing of post MRF residuals which would necessarily 
extract recyclable materials prior to thermal conversion. 
 
ii Not all solid waste currently disposed can be recycled or composted. Contaminated organic materials, higher number 
plastics, and other materials, which cannot be recycled or processed in an economically feasible way are ideal feedstock 
for conversion technologies. Inorganic materials including glass, metals, and aggregate can reduce the efficiency of 
conversion technology operations; they have no value for conversion technologies thereby creating an incentive to 
separate and recover those materials for recycling prior to the conversion process. 
 
iii According to a study prepared by the CIWMB (now CalRecycle) in 2007, certain materials such as glass and metals will 
reduce the efficiency of conversion technology operations: “There is a projected net positive impact on glass, metal, and 
plastic recycling…using mixed solid waste as feedstock, preprocessing results in removal of 7 to 8 percent of feedstock 
for recycling at gasification facilities and 12 to 13 percent of feedstock for recycling at acid hydrolysis facilities.  This 
increase in recycling is related to conversion technology preprocessing operations”.  California Integrated Waste 
Management Board, New and Emerging Conversion Technologies Report to the Legislature (2007) at pp 74-75.  
 
iv It is unrealistic to believe that the post-recycled fraction of municipal solid waste that is being placed in California’s 
landfills can be significantly reduced through source reduction, traditional recycling and composting alone. In 1989, the 
state was landfilling 40 million tons of municipal waste per year.  In 2008, even with a claimed recycling rate of 58 percent, 
California was landfilling between 35.5 and 43 million tons of MSW. The state’s population is expected to grow by nearly 
10 million people over the next 25 years adding another 800 million tons of post recycled material to landfills. “There is 
widespread agreement that the continued land disposal of waste in not a viable option in the state.” University of 
California Riverside, Evaluation of Emissions from Thermal Conversion Technologies Processing Municipal Solid Waste 
and Biomass (2009); also see California Senate Environmental Quality Committee staff evaluation of policy concerns over 
Assembly Bill 222: “It is a fact that the greatest majority of all materials that are financially feasible for recycling are 
currently being removed from the waste stream.  [Even including commercial and multi-family recycling], [i]t would be 
functionally and economically impossible to achieve “zero waste” by relying on  the existing waste hierarchy in California, 
and the state would end up landfilling another billion or so tons of post-recycled municipal waste …” 
 
v Brandes, Power Point, Chief Energy Recovery Branch, Office of Resource Conservation and Recovery, U.S. EPA (2009) 
at P 9. 

 
For More Information, please visit 

WWW.SoCalConversion.org 
 

 


