What is Incineration?

Burning Garbage, to make it "disappear" has always appeared to be an attractive solution to the
problem of waste. With increasingly consumptive lifestyles, and a burgeoning population, more
garbage is being created per capita than ever before. Industrial, municipal and medical wastes
have been increasing both in their complexity as well in their toxicity. Very often the component
of our waste are unknown except to an expert, and those innocuous looking products can
posses toxic chemicals, metals and other pollutant precursors.

A magic wand that can make all this vanish into thin air is a tempting but utopian concept. A
technology such as incineration that makes such promises has increasingly come under critical
scrutiny especially during the past decade, and in fact actually creates more pollution than it
takes away.

The technology of the incineration of waste has undergone many advances in the past
decades. From simple kilns, today's modern incinerators can be equipped with very
sophisticated pollution control equipment, and be designed for specific waste streams such as
municipal solid waste, hospital waste, industrial waste, or hazardous waste.

However, owing to the basic process of burning, it has inherent problems and these get
magnified manifold when the process is not carried out as per recommended standards. But
even where standards are strictly maintained, production of heavy metals, dioxins and furans
by incinerators is inevitable. Advocates of this technology, chiefly the industry, cite the common,
but increasingly questioned, list of arguments to market it to waste authorities worldwide.

Incinerators do not make waste disappear: they reduce it to ash and to air emissions, both
potentially hazardous. Waste is hence converted to another form of pollution, more difficult to
control and even more toxic. Besides, there are numerous problems with regulating incinerator
performance, which also have direct polluting environmental impacts besides affecting human
health.

By EU definition, means any stationary or mobile technical unit and
equipment dedicated to the thermal treatment of wastes with or without recovery of the
combustion heat generated. This includes the incineration by oxidation of waste as well
as other thermal treatment processes such as pyrolysis, gasification or plasma
processes in so far as the substances resulting from the treatment are subsequently
incinerated.

This definition covers the site and the entire incineration plant including all incineration lines,
waste reception, storage, on site pretreatment facilities, waste-fuel and air-supply systems,
boiler, facilities for the treatment of exhaust gases, on-site facilities for treatment or storage of
residues and waste water, stack, devices and systems for controlling incineration operations,
recording and monitoring incineration conditions.
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