
           
 
QQuueessttiioonn:: Do conversion technologies produce “green” renewable energy? 
 
AAnnsswweerr:: Conversion technologies produce fuelsi and electricityii from a renewable 
supply of post-recycled materials that would otherwise be landfilled.iii 
 
The United States Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) and the State of California, 
among many other states that have renewable energy programs, have all classified 
municipal solid waste as a renewable resource.iv 
 
Electrical energy produced by conversion technologies offsets electrical energy produced 
(from fossil fuels) in the utility sector. 
  
QQuueessttiioonn:: What are some of the benefits of energy production from conversion 
technologies? 
 
AAnnsswweerr:: The United States is in the midst of an energy crisis characterized by 
dependence on foreign oilv and environmental degradation from fossil fuel extraction and 
emissionsvi. 
 
Renewable energy from conversion technologies is reliable, base load powervii. Facilities 
are also typically developed near large urban areas where the waste stream is located, 
eliminating the need for new electric transmission lines to be built in remote areas. 
 
Neither California nor the U.S. can reach energy independence just relying on solar, 
wind, geothermal and small hydro electric sourcesviii. 
 
Projections show there would be a large net energy savings from conversion 
technologies as compared to alternative waste management scenarios.  These estimates 
range from two times lower net energy consumption when compared to the Waste to 
Energy scenario to 11 times lower than landfilling without energy recovery scenarios. 
 
Materials recovered from conversion technologies preprocessing steps and sent for 
recycling offset the extraction of virgin resources and production of virgin materials, 
which reduces energy consumption in addition to other environmental benefits. 
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i Fuels (and chemicals) are produced from the synthesis gas derived from gasification and pyrolysis of feedstocks: 
storable gas, liquid and chemicals.  The secondary processing of synthesis gas can produce a range of liquid fuels (and 
chemicals) including methanol, dimethyl ether (DME), Fischer-Tropsch diesel fuel, hydrogen, ethanol, ethylene or 
substitute natural gas. (see, California Integrated Waste Management Board (now CalRecycle) “New and Emerging 
Conversion Technologies, Report to the Legislature” (2007) pp39-41. For example, Riceland Foods, Inc. Stuttgart, 
Arkansas gasifies 600 tons-per-day of rice hulls to produce a substitute natural gas, which in turn, fuels the production of 
150,000 pph of steam and 12.8 MW of electricity. 
 
ii Thermochemical conversion technology facilities that generate electricity are basically a combination materials recovery 
facility processing center and electrical generating facility that utilizes solid waste as the primary fuel instead of natural 
gas, oil, and/or coal to produce energy.  The “refinery’ produces the fuel, and the “utility’ portion generates the electrical 
energy. 
 
iii The majority of materials in the waste stream are biogenic organic materials (renewable materials generated from plant 
or animal sources), with the remaining materials being inorganic materials that can be recycled through the conversion 
process, and unrecyclable plastics that have no market value and are either converted to a fuel or pass through the 
conversion system unchanged.  All of these materials are currently sent to landfills where they either take up valuable 
space or decompose and generate methane and other emissions that may be released to the atmosphere or leach into 
the groundwater table.  
 
iv The issue of whether municipal solid waste counts as a source of renewable energy was settled upon final clarification 
of the USEPA rules published in the Federal Register (Feb 4,2010, RFS2), the biogenic portion of post-recycled MSW 
qualify as “renewable biomass” for the purpose of meeting the federal mandate for the production of advanced biofuels.  
Also see, Executive Order (October  5, 2009): “renewable energy means energy produced by solar, wind, biomass, landfill 
gas, ocean…geothermal, municipal solid waste, or new hydroelectric generation…” 
 
v The world is rapidly running out of oil.  In 2000 global production was 76 million barrels per day (MBD).  By 2020, 
demand is forecast to reach 112 MBD, an increase of 47%.  However, additions to proven reserves have virtually stopped 
and it is clear that pumping at present rates is unsustainable. Estimates of the date of “peak global production” vary with 
some experts saying that it has already occurred (New Scientist Magazine placed peak year production in 2004). In any 
event, with current demands exacerbated by growing fossil fuel economies in China and India oil will become an 
increasingly unstable source of energy within the next 50 years. See, Council on Foreign Relations National Security 
Consequences of U.S. Oil Dependency, Report of Independent task Force # 59 (2006). 
 
vi According to the USEPA: “Rising average temperatures are already affecting the environment…  Changes include 
shrinking of glaciers, thawing of permafrost, later freezing and earlier ice-break up…shifts in plant and animal ranges and 
earlier flowering of trees…Global temperatures are expected to continue to rise as human activities continue to add 
carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, and other greenhouse gases to the atmosphere…Most of the United States is 
expected to experience an increase in average temperature.” USEPA Global Research Program (2008); also see the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2007). 
 
vii Renewable energy generated from solar and from wind technologies are not “firm power” because the power cannot be 
generated on a 24-hour basis.  The generation of energy from the conversion of solid waste is the generation of firm 
power that can cover the base load needs of communities consistent with a distributed power generation approach.   
 
viii According to the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratories, https://flowcharts.llnl.gov, only 3.8% of our energy 
consumption comes from non-biomass renewable sources, with biomass contributing an additional 4.4%.  As energy 
usage continues to climb it is imperative to increase the use of biomass as a renewable energy source to meet energy 
demands and reduce dependence on foreign energy. viii Supra. Note i, “New and Emerging Conversion Technologies” 
(2007). 
 

For More Information, please visit 
WWW.SoCalConversion.org 

 

 


