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Dear Chairwoman Peake, Chairwoman Dorcena Forry, and Honorable Members of the
Committee:
Thank you for the opportunity to offer our comments on H.791, which calls for a ban on
expansion of the Wheelabrator incineration facility in Saugus. The Sierra Club strongly
supports this legislation not only because of the health benefits it promises through cleaner
air, water, and soil, in the area, but also because better options for managing solid waste
already exist. The Sierra Club strongly supports H.791.
The Sierra Club is the oldest and largest grassroots non-profit and non-partisan
environmental organization in the country, with over 1.4 million members and supporters
nationwide. Its chapter in Massachusetts has over 22,000 members throughout the state and
a history of protecting the environment that spans more than forty years. We work to create
healthy, vibrant communities through support of clean air and water; clean energy; recycling
and waste-elimination; and the preservation of the Commonwealth’s most treasured forests,
parks and open spaces.
On June 12, 2013, the Saugus Action Volunteers for the Environment (SAVE) held their
annual meeting where I had the pleasure of speaking, and then sharing dinner with the
group. SAVE has been in existence for over 40 years, and the 50 or so members who
showed up for the meeting that night were a lively, engaged and optimistic group. However,
the evening’s mood turned somber for a brief period when the conversation fell upon the
topic of the Wheelabrator trash incineration facility and its proposed expansion.
In 2011, Wheelabrator paid a record settlement of $7.5 million to the Department of
Environmental Protection for failing to properly treat and dispose of toxic ash in addition to
releasing 8,000 gallons of contaminated water and ash sludge into local waterways and
surrounding wetlands. Incinerator ash contains harmful contaminants such as cadmium, lead
and arsenic, and posed a significant threat to wildlife in the Rumney Marsh and greater
Saugus River Watershed. Had two whistleblowers not come forward to expose the

company’s shameful practices, these violations could have gone undiscovered for years and
further toxic releases into the local environment might have followed. Despite such brazen
disregard for environmental standards, Wheelabrator admitting no wrongdoing as part of
their settlement with DEP1.
The people of Saugus care very deeply about their health and the health of their natural
surroundings. They simply do not want further toxins in the air they and their children
breathe, nor do they want additional toxic ash dumped in or transported through their town.
For years, Saugus has shouldered the impacts of having this facility operating within town
borders. In light of Wheelabrator’s appalling disregard for public health, water quality, wildlife
and natural habitats, it would be a slap in the face of Saugus residents were Wheelabrator
granted permission to expand its trash incineration operation.
To better understand the need for the present bill, it is necessary to consider the state of
solid waste management. Municipal solid waste (MSW) can be divided into waste from local
residents, businesses, and institutions; organic material (food, leaves, grass etc.) and
products and packaging. MSW in Massachusetts is managed through fourteen landfills,
seven waste combustors (“incinerators”), and various recycling and reuse facilities. As of
2009, the most recent year for which we have complete figures, Massachusetts produced
10.7 million tons of solid wastes, an average of about 9 pounds per day for each of the 6.55
million people who live here. Although this figure is 16% lower than 2000, the percentage of
waste diverted through recycling, composting, and other reuse programs actually declined
from 49% to 46% between 2000 and 2009.2 Of similar concern is an uptick in incineration
during this same period – from 3.07 to 3.18 million tons (about one-third of the state’s MSW)
– as waste sent to landfills and exported out of the state declined. These statistics suggest
that we are heading in the wrong direction for solid waste management in the
Commonwealth despite having the infrastructure and technology in place to manage solid
waste in safer and more cost-effective ways.3
Incinerators are an outdated waste management technology that is harmful to the
environment and public health. These facilities burn trash at high temperatures
(approximately 2,500ºF), reducing its volume by about 90% and its weight by 75%. Over the
past decade, emissions control systems at the five largest incinerators have been enhanced
to comply with stronger federal and state solid waste and air regulations to protect public
health, but major problems remain.4 Even incinerators with the most advanced technological
safeguards – namely scrubbers and filters - still emit pollutants that contaminate the
environment and harm the public. These emissions include acidic gases, chlorine-containing
organic chemicals, heavy metals, and smog, which have been shown to increase the risk of
cancer, reproductive and birth defects, and developmental disabilities.5 Many of these toxics
are hazardous air pollutants (HAPs), a subject of another bill before the legislature (H.1944),
that consist of “ultra-fine” particles which often escape capture, are not measured regularly,
travel long-distances, and accumulate in humans and other organisms over time without
dissipating.6 Incinerator facilities also produce toxic ash that must be buried in specially
approved facilities.7 Burning trash is a lose-lose proposition that pollutes the air and harms
the public while still requiring landfills for residual disposal.8
As the health costs of incinerators have become clearer, supporters of these facilities have
altered their rhetoric by advancing dubious claims about their capacity for energy generation.
At present, waste combustors produce 1.55% of the total winter season electricity in New
England, a relatively small amount.9 The environmental costs of these facilities, however, far
outweigh their energy generation potential. Total CO2 emissions (the leading greenhouse
gas responsible for global warming) for energy producing incinerators is 2,988
pounds/megawatt hour, higher than any other energy source including coal (2,249 pounds),
oil (1,672 pounds), and natural gas (1,135 pounds).10 Moreover, energy production through
incineration is quite inefficient at 19-27%, but sometimes even lower.11 Because of this,
burning trash is more expensive than any other way to produce energy. According to the

U.S. Energy Information Administration, the projected capital cost of new waste incinerator
facilities is twice that of coal-fired power and 60% more expensive than nuclear energy.
Waste incinerator operations and maintenance costs are also ten times greater than coal
and four times greater than nuclear.12 These costs are born by local communities, as
incineration facilities often demand long-term contracts that will keep large amounts of trash
flowing for decades.13 In sum, incinerators have no net benefits for solid waste management
or energy generation from either an economic or environmental perspective.
The uptick of incineration over the past several years undermines the gains that the
Commonwealth has achieved in managing solid waste over the past two decades. Back in
1990, Massachusetts adopted its first master plan to manage solid waste, at which time it
instituted a moratorium on new incineration capacity. At that time, nearly all of its trash was
disposed of in landfills and incinerators, with very limited recycling and considerable troubles
with pollution. Since that time, citizens, businesses, and government have worked together
to recycle 46% of all waste, one of the best rates in the nation, while reducing pollution
emissions from disposal facilities.14 In 2009, recycling prevented the disposal of nearly five
million tons of waste, reduced greenhouse gas emissions by nearly 1.8 million tons, and
saved 70 trillion Btu of energy (about 12 million barrels of oil).15 Because State and Federal
laws call for updating solid waste master plans, the Massachusetts Department of
Environmental Protection (DEP) started the process of revising the Solid Waste Master Plan
(SWMP) in 2008 and finalized the plan for 2010-20 in 2013.
In December 2012, while the SWMP was still in draft form, MassDEP proposed a
modification of the moratorium on additional waste combustors and reopened the comment
period for the part of the plan dealing with the moratorium, which had been unchanged since
it was established in 1990. The purpose was to address a projected shortfall of 750,000 tons
of solid waste management capacity associated with diminishing landfill capacity by allowing
half of it to be dealt with through “innovative and alternative technologies” such as
gasification, pyrolysis, and plasma heating that are supposed to convert solid waste into
energy or fuel with lower levels of pollution and residuals than standard incineration.16
Despite their support from the DEP, these “alternative technologies” are just other names
burning trash. Basically, pyrolysis, gasification, and plasma technologies are thermal
processes that use high temperatures to break down wastes into solids, liquids, and gases
that can be combusted immediately or in a secondary process. Not only are these processes
inefficient but they also release CO2 and other contaminants associated with mass-burn
incineration.
Incineration, and its low efficiency, is in direct opposition to our government’s efforts to stop
the unnecessary and dangerous CO2 emissions. In the words of President Barack Obama,
“To reduce carbon pollution, I’ve directed the [EPA] to work with states and businesses to set
new standards that put an end to the limitless dumping of carbon pollution from our power
plants.”17
At present, we lack reliable data that these, alternative technologies are effective and
operational at a large-scale; indeed, most of the data comes from companies in this industry
looking to advance their interests. At present, there are no full-scale pyrolysis, gasification, or
plasma facilities in the United States for municipal solid waste, and those in other countries
are plagued with environmental, operational, and economic problems. Building these
facilities requires expertise that is not well-developed, long lead times for planning and siting,
and significant capital and long-term community investments in trash contracts that the
original incinerator moratorium sought to combat in the first place. These alternative
technologies for incineration are untested, unhealthy and unnecessary, and they do not
represent a prudent means for managing solid waste in the Commonwealth, even as a
stopgap measure.18

It does not make sense to keep burning trash when far better options for solid waste
management exist. Research suggests that more than 90% of materials currently disposed
of via incinerators and landfills can be recycled or reused.19 Thus, incineration facilities
essentially compete with recycling and reuse facilities for materials.20 Moreover, recycling
conserves three to five times as much energy as incinerator facilities generate after taking
into account the fact that manufacturing new products from recycled materials uses less
energy than products using virgin raw materials.21 A major 2004 study in California confirms
that recycling, including the cost of collecting, processing, and transporting recyclables to
their end market, “consumes less energy and imposes lower environmental burdens than
disposal of solid waste materials through landfilling or incineration, even after accounting for
energy that may be recovered from waste materials at either type disposal facility.”22
Recycling and reuse also has a more positive economic impact than incineration. The
Massachusetts DEP estimates that recycling and reuse activities create about 14,000 jobs
and annual revenues of $3.2 billion in the Commonwealth, far outpacing the benefits of
incineration. Recycling and reuse create many times more jobs than landfilling or
incineration23 There are also major cost savings with reuse and recycling. The Mass DEP’s
research suggests that reducing solid waste disposal by 2 million tons per year by 2020
would result in an annual savings of $120 - $160 million in disposal costs for residents and
local communities.24
The proposed legislation, H.791, would ensure a cap on the Commonwealth’s incineration
capacity at present levels. While it would not prohibit continued incineration of solid waste
immediately, it would end permitting for such facilities by 2024. Detractors from the bill will
argue that waste generation is expected to increase 2% per year for the next several years
and that the decline of in-state landfill capacity from 2 million tons in 2010 to 600,000 tons by
2020 requires increasing the capacity for incineration.25 This data, combined with the fact
that recycling has stagnated over the past decade and that waste generation will likely go up
as the national economy rebounds, may suggest that incineration with “alternative
technologies” is the answer. It is not. Incineration represents an unsustainable, negligent
reprieve from the long-term problem of municipal waste which requires thoughtful solutions.
It also must be noted that we are currently burning waste from RI, CT, NY, VT, and NH. Even
if we reduced our own waste generation to zero, as long as we have incinerators, there is
nothing we can do to prevent out-of-state waste from coming in to feed them. For this
reason, the moratorium on new facilities should remain in place, and Massachusetts should
provide for an eventual end of this practice.
Modifying the incinerator moratorium runs counter to everything else in the Massachusetts
DEP’s Waste Master Plan for 2010-2020. That plan, entitled “Pathway to Zero Waste” seeks
to divert 20% more material from disposal to recycling and reuse by 2020 in order to reduce
disposal costs and pollution emissions for local communities, conserve natural resources,
enhance energy conservation, and support job creation at recycling centers, reuse facilities
and for businesses using material waste to make new products.26 Given the economic
benefits of resource conservation, burning trash equates to burning money. The Sierra Club
is committed to bringing an end to this wasteful, myopic practice.
The key to solid waste management in the twenty-first century, in a world where we
understand and appreciate the finite nature of resources, is “reduce, reuse, recycle.”
Preventing the creation of waste in the first place is essential and can be achieved through
intelligent and sagacious product design and packaging. Re-use of materials, particularly in
the construction industry, holds a great deal of untapped potential in the Commonwealth.
Making greater strides in recycling through increased financial investments will pay real
dividends in cleaner air, less waste, and job creation. These principles, which serve as the
foundation for a “zero-waste” system, require responsible policies and community
programs.27 The bill before you, in conjunction with an updated “bottle bill” and the
“electronic waste bill”,, provides a clear path forward for realizing the zero-waste
Commonwealth that is reasonably within our grasps.28

The Sierra Club fully supports H.791 and hopes that this bill receives a favorable review by
the committee and the state legislature as a whole. We strongly believe that it would
significantly improve the health of the area’s residents by reducing air pollution from
incineration while stimulating the economy by creating jobs through recycling and re-use of
solid waste. It is time to shutter incinerators – a relic of a bygone age - and to continue
moving forward in the pursuit of a zero waste and clean energy Commonwealth that best
serves our present and future needs.
Testimony prepared with the assistance of John H. Spiers, Massachusetts Sierra Club
Legislative Action Committee.
Respectfully,

Ryan Black
Director
Massachusetts Sierra Club
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