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In the Environmental Justice (EJ) lexicon, an EJ community is one that is most impacted by 
environmental harms and risks.  EJ communities are naturally lower-income communities.  These may be 
communities that were built up around industrial areas due to the lower cost of rent or property and they 
are generally communities where it is far easier to site polluting industries as they have less resources 
and access to fight against these decisions.  Communities located near waste incinerators would fall 
under that category. 
 
EarthJustice, an environmental law NGO, recently published Vestiges of Environmental Racism, its report 
on the last 2 MSW incinerators in California. The report critiques incinerators for their harmful impacts on 
the environment and public health, the cost to taxpayers to subsidize them, and how they are an 
impediment to achieving zero-waste. 
 
Much of the criticism from the Earth Justice report can also be applied to the other 84 MSW incinerators 
located across 25 states.  In total they only burn about 12% of the total waste stream and produce less 
than 1% of total electricity generation in the country.  In the process they burn materials that could have 
otherwise been reused or recycled and emit more CO2 per unit of energy than coal-fired power plants 
while doing so.   
 
Incinerating otherwise reusable or recyclable materials also impedes the path to a circular economy and 
zero-waste future.  The US Green Building Council’s TRUE certification program, which provides 
businesses with third-party certification for zero waste claims, states that the goal of participants in the 
TRUE certification program should be to divert all solid waste from the landfill, incineration (waste-to-
energy) and the environment. That is, per TRUE and other reputable environmental leaders, solid waste 
should be managed to achieve highest and best use, and burning of waste via incineration, even with 
energy recovery, does not meet this criteria.  
 
By eliminating those materials through incineration we are committing ourselves to extracting more raw 
materials and expending more processing energy to replace them.  Extraction and manufacturing sites 
once again tend to be sited in lower income EJ communities. 
 
On top of high levels of CO2, incinerators also release heavy metals and organic and inorganic pollutants. 
In Newark, New Jersey 25% of children under the age 16 have elevated levels of lead in their blood and 1 
in 4 children have asthma. EJ advocates point to the Covanta waste-to-energy plant located in Newark’s 
Ironbound neighborhood as the source of these health problems, and have been leading a decades-long 
campaign against the company. 
 
Ultimately, it seems incinerators do less to solve environmental problems but much to create 
environmental injustices.  
 

*The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect those of the NRC or it’s partners.  Let us always 
approach different perspectives with respect, an open mind, and learn from what is presented.   
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