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TOXIC PLANTS

Indian Express

	 Waste-to-Energy plants that use solid waste as feedstock pose threat to environment.
	 We wish we could scream loud enough for our readers and the municipal authorities to hear 
that Waste to Energy (WtE) plants in our cities, using inadequately segregated municipal waste as 
feedstock, are highly dangerous because of the toxic gases and particulates they spew when they 
burn mixed waste in the process of incineration.
	 Residents of Okhla and surrounding areas in Delhi have been protesting that the WtE plant 
in their vicinity is not complying with the stipulations of National Green Tribunal (NGT). Is it too 
much for an urban locality with houses, hospitals, schools and shops to want no industrial polluter 
in their midst? With its location within 30 metres of the residential areas, emissions remain a major 
issue with the residents. The plant was slapped a fine of Rs 25 lakh in February 2017 by the NGT 
but many questions about air quality standards in the area remain unanswered, including why the 
plant spews soot and ash in the neighbourhood.
	 To rub salt on the wound, we understand that the authorities are considering the expansion 
of this WtE plant from 16 MW to 40 MW. The latest protests by the residents at a public hearing 
were reported in the press only a few days ago. The residents claim that the plant’s original Envi-
ronmental Impact Assessment (EIA) — issued to IL&FS — bears no resemblance to the plant now 
in operation. A new EIA has been filed for the proposed expansion, and they are apprehensive 
about the proposal to add two boilers.
	 There are five municipal WtE plants operational in India with a total capacity to produce 
66.4 MW electricity per day, of which the lion’s share — 52 MW per day — is generated in Delhi by 
its three existing plants. There is also talk of setting up a new WtE plant with a capacity of 25 MW at 
Tehkhand in South-East Delhi. The bandwagon is rolling on with cities across different states vying 
for WtE plants as a quick and lazy solution to the complex challenge of solid waste management.
	 WtE plants in India burn mixed waste. The presence of chlorinated hydrocarbons like PVC 
results in the release of dioxins and furans when the waste is burnt at less than 850 degree C. Ap-
propriate filtering mechanisms need to be installed to control such dangerous emissions. Dioxins 
and furans are known to be carcinogenic and can lead to impairment of immune, endocrine, ner-
vous and reproductive systems. They are extremely difficult and costly to measure, as the experi-
ence of Okhla shows. In the past, joint inspections involving the residents have shown that the 
plant was being operated without the adequate use of activated charcoal to filter out dioxins, furans 
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and mercury from the emissions.
	 Even when incineration takes place under optimal conditions, large amounts of flue gases, 
mercury vapour and lead compounds are released, and there is always about 30 per cent residue 
from incineration in the form of slag (bottom ash) and fly ash (particulate matter), which are also 
known to be serious pollutants of air and water. Even people living in the neighbourhood of the 
best-maintained plants in the West are said to be prone to higher levels of cancer and other ill-
nesses. That is why WtE plants are being phased out in the West. Unfortunately, while the clamour 
for WtE plants is growing in India, their operations are neither strictly maintained nor adequately 
monitored.
SWM Rules 2016 require that PVC be phased out in incinerators by April 2018. But it is impossible 
to identify and remove PVC beverage labels, for example, from mixed waste streams. As a preven-
tive measure, the NGT directed the Ministry of Environment and Forests to consider the phase 
out of such single-use short-life PVC and issue appropriate directions by July 2017. Their failure to 
do so till date is inexcusable.
	 WtE plants in India are also inefficient in generating energy. Municipal waste in India has a 
very high biodegradable (wet) waste content ranging anywhere between 60 and 70 per cent of the 
total, compared with 30 per cent in the West. This gives our waste a high moisture content and low 
calorific value. Also, since Indian households have traditionally been recycling their waste such as 
paper, plastic, cardboard, cloth, rubber, etc, to kabadiwalas, this further lowers the calorific value 
of our waste.
	 India’s Solid Waste Management policy requires that wet and dry wastes should not be 
mixed so that only non-compostable and non-recyclable wastes with at least 1,500 kcal/kg should 
reach WtE plants. Such waste comprises only 10 to 15 per cent of the total waste. The challenge 
of segregation at source is compounded by the municipal governments themselves when they use 
compacters to reduce the transport cost of the waste. Compacting compresses the waste and makes 
even gross segregation at the plant site impossible. In the absence of adequate feedstock of non-
compostable and non-recyclable waste, it becomes necessary to use auxiliary fuel, adding to the 
cost of operating the plants.
	 Private companies (mostly foreign) are keenly hawking “waste to energy solutions” to han-
dle our growing volumes of urban waste. Our urban local bodies, which bear the responsibility for 
solid waste management in our cities, are easily misguided into adopting these “solutions”. They 
are themselves reluctant to make an effort at keeping wet and dry wastes, recyclable and non-re-
cyclable wastes, unmixed. They find WtE plants an easy option to legitimise the burning of mixed 
waste.
	 Municipal authorities should be made aware that WtE technologies are being phased out 
in the West. They should not be allowed unless the waste offered meets the criterion specified by 
the SWM Rules 2016. A crucial element of enforcement will be to first ensure that the waste is 
not mixed at the source of generation and then that the handling of waste is in unmixed streams. 
Even where outsourcing contracts clearly specify that handling must be in unmixed streams, there 
should be strict penalties for non-compliance.
	 To summarise, WtE plants using municipal solid waste from Indian cities as feedstock pose 
a serious threat to our health and environment. We do not even have the municipal waste of the 
quality prescribed by our own SWM Rules to run such plants, let alone the regulatory and moni-
toring capacity to ensure their safe operations. We must seriously explore low cost options such as 
composting and bio-methanation. First things first: No mixing of waste at the point of generation.
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Solid Waste Management (SWM) Rules, 2016
Why in the discussion?
àà Last year the rule of solid waste management was 

revised  after16 years.
àà Some of the key features of solid waste management 

(SWM) rules, 2016 are as under:
àà These rules are now applicable beyound municipal 

areas.
àà These rules are now applicable to urban 

agglomerations, census towns, notified industrial 
townships, areas controlled by Indian Railways, 
airports, air bases, harbors, defense establishments, 
special economic zones, organizations of central 
and state governments, places of pilgrims and 
religious importance.

àà No person should throw, burn, or bury the solid 
waste generated by him, on streets, open public 
spaces outside his premises, or in the drain, or 
water bodies.

àà Those who produce solid waste will have to pay 
'User Fee', to waste collectors.

àà Solid waste generated from construction and 
demolition must be disposed of after collection, 
according to 'Construction and Demolition 
Waste Management Rules, 2016'.

àà The Central Government has also constituted 

a Central Monitoring Committee under 
the chairmanship of Secretary, Ministry of 
Environment, Forest and Climate Change to 
monitor the overall implementation of these rules.

àà Currently, 62 lakh tonnes of waste is generated 
annually across the country.

àà Out of which, 5.6 lakh tonnes of plastic waste, 0.17 
lakh tonnes of biomedical waste, 7.90 lakh tonnes 
of hazardous waste and 15 lakh tonnes of e-waste.

Need for solid waste management
àà Due to increasing urbanization in India, a huge amount 

of solid waste is generated in the cities everyday, but the 
cities do not have proper  arrangements for it.

àà The little system present is slow, due to which the 
mountains of waste are becoming increasingly 
common in almost all the cities of the country. 
These mountains are creating serious dangers for 
public health. Therefore, the management of solid 
waste is required.

Municipal solid waste
àà Municipal solid waste (MSW), also called urban solid 

waste, is a waste type which mainly includes household 
waste (domestic waste) and sometimes commercial 
waste which is collected by municipalities from an area. 
These are either in solid form or in semi-solid form and 
generally do not include industrial hazardous waste.
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Note: Answer of Prelims Expected Question given on 29 Jan. is 1(a)

Expected Questions (Prelims Exams)

1.	 Consider the following statements.
1.	 Dioxin and furans are considered carcinogenic
2.	 Dioxins and furans are formed when the 

solid wastes like PVC and chlorinated 
hydro carbons are burnt below 850ºC 
temperature. 

Which of the above statements is/are correct?
(a)	 Only 1	
(b)	 Only 2
(c)	 Both 1 and 2	
(d)	 Neither 1 nor 2

(d)	 Neither 1 nor 2

Expected Questions (Mains Exams)

Q.	 To what extent the use of solid wastes in 
the production of energy by the waste to 
energy plants as the feedstock will be ben-
eficial for the environment? Discuss.  	
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