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• Increasing amount of potentially recyclable 
municipal solid waste 

• The growing demand for energy 

• Waste-to-energy (WTE) technology as a 
potential solution 

• Apprehensions regarding the sustainability of 
the method

• WTE technology is promoted as an 
environmentally sustainable solution, doubts 
persist regarding its actual eco-friendliness. 

Topicality



Combustion and Incineration by WTE
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EU Member States with the highest 
share of MSW in heat generation, 
2017

Sweden – 24.8 % 

France – 20.5 % 

The Netherlands – 18.7 % 

Germany – 13.8 % 

Finland – 12.3 %

Treatment of municipal waste in the EU between 2000 and 2020



As a part of the guiding concept of Circular 
Economy, a waste to energy initiative (document 
The role of waste-to-energy in the circular 
economy) has been adopted in 2017: “When 
waste cannot be prevented or recycled, 
recovering its energy content is usually better 
than landfilling it”

The waste-to-energy operations are acceptable 
options in waste management in the EU, 
however not the first choice

At the Member State level, waste management 
policy (including waste-to-energy sector) is laid 
down by national and regional waste 
management plans. 

EU policies
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Legislative framework 
National waste management plan 2021-2028 



7



8

Flows of waste in Latvia, thousands tons, 2020
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Emissions per tonne of material (kg CO2eq) 

Landfill – 1801 kg CO2eq

Incineration with energy recovery in WtE plant -  
489 kg CO2eq



Relative environmental friendliness in comparison with 
traditional waste incineration. The use of RDF in power 
plants can reduce CO2 emissions. 

Waste incineration can significantly reduce the amount of 
waste sent to landfills. Additionally, RDF technology and 
recycling 100 ktons of municipal waste annually, about 
3.5 ha/year of land can be saved.

The lower heating value of RDF may reach high values as 
~24 MJ/kg–1, which puts RDF on par with wood pellets, and 
slightly below anthracite and coke. Such indicators make it 
possible to use RDF as a fuel without significant losses in the 
energy received

Direct emissions from RDF-burning plant make a significant negative 
contribution to air pollution and have a more complex disposal of 
incineration waste. When incineration is widely used, waste sorting 
becomes less common or effective, as RDF requires combustible 
materials such as plastics left in the waste 

Waste must continue to be generated, as it is necessary to provide 
"fuel" for the WTE station.

The cost of construction and maintaining a WTE station exceeds the 
revenue generated from electricity produced.

According to European Commission, waste incineration goes against 
the rules of circular economy principles and will not be funded

Waste incineration stations cause much public concern. 

PROS:                              CONS:

12



Main Findings
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RDF burning is controversial topic, as such fuel can both replace fossil fuel and be a source of 
pollution and waste production increase

WtE technologies provide additional source of energy and possibility to decrease amount of waste, 
but require continuous waste production and increased amount of plastic in the fuel composition

It is crucial to evaluate the current waste management system and ensure that the circular 
economy principles are being implemented at their maximum before considering WtE

In the case of Latvia, if the planned RDF fuel combustion stations are implemented, the estimated 
annual emissions will be at least 340 tNOx, 85 tSO2, and 15 t PM2.5., operating at full capacity, the 
plants will create 300 000 tons of CO2.
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