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OVERSIGHT HEARING – Oversight:  Can New York City deploy alternative technologies for solid waste disposal as a strategy for environmental protection, energy conservation, and economic development?  


On June 24, 2002, the Committee on Sanitation and Solid Waste Management 

conducted its first oversight hearing on alternate technologies for the disposal 

of solid waste.  Four companies testified at  the first hearing regarding technologies they 

have developed.  Such companies included The Solena Group, which employs a process 

called Plasma Gasification/Vitrification(PGV); Waste Processing Systems, which 

employs a process called Thermochemical Decomposition; The Masada Resource 

Group, which employs a process called CES OxyNol; and Ecosystem Projects LLC, 

which employs a process using Briquetting and Gasification. 

 On October 14, 2003 theCommittees will conduct its second hearing on this 

subject and will hear from five additional companies regarding their own unique 

technology, including:  Changing World Technologies, which employs a Thermal 

Depolymerization Process (TDP); International Economic and Ecological Services, 

which will testify regarding the ISKA percolation process; Zeus Group USA which

employs a Plasma Pyrolysis Vitrification (PPV): Startech Environmental Group which 

employs a gasification/plasma process and The Visy Paper Company and Herhof 

Environmental Technologies, which employ a heat, dried process. The Committee will 

also hear from  the environmental community regarding the adaptability of these 

processes to New York City’s solid waste system.

Background 


In 1988, the State Legislature enacted the Solid Waste Management Act (L. 1988, c.70).  Among its features, the legislation established solid waste management priorities for the State. These included (1) reducing the amount of waste that is generated, (2) reusing materials for their original purpose or recycling that which cannot be reused, (3) recovering energy from solid waste in an environmentally acceptable manner where that waste cannot be economically and technically reused or recycled and, finally, (4) using landfills where the other techniques are not employed (Environmental Conservation Law §27‑0106).  Environmental Conservation Law §27‑0107 authorizes local “planning units” to “undertake and complete a timely process leading to a local solid waste management plan...for at least a ten‑year period.”  Any such plan is subject to the approval of the New York State Department of Conservation in accordance with procedures, which are found in 6 NYCRR, Subpart 360‑15.


Environmental Conservation Law §27‑0107(c) states that a local solid waste management plan must take into account the objectives of the State solid waste management plan and “embody, as may be appropriate under the circumstances, sound principles of solid waste management, natural resources conservation, energy production and employment creating opportunities.”


On March 31, 1992 the Department of Sanitation submitted to the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) a Draft Comprehensive Solid Waste Management Plan (Draft SWMP). 

On October 28, 1992 DEC approved the City’s Comprehensive Solid Waste Management Plan (“1992 SWMP” or “1992 Plan”).  This plan requires that the SWMP be updated every ten years (1992 Plan, §20.4). There have been two modifications of the plan since 1992. The first update and modification of the SWMP was approved by DEC on April 24, 1996 (“1996 SWMP Update and Modification”).  The second and most recent modification submission to DEC was authorized by the Council on November 30, 2000 and was accepted by DEC in February 2001.  New York City is mandated to file a new ten-year, long-term plan by October 2002. That deadline has been extended by the New York State Department of Conservation until October 2004.

Current Plan

The current long-term plan relies exclusively on containerizing solid waste and shipping it by rail or truck to out-of-state landfills. The interim plan, except for a small amount of waste that is trucked to two out-of-city incinerators, does the same. Based on the New York State solid waste policy, New York City employs only the last and least acceptable alternative for the disposal of solid waste. (ECL §27-0106). It is incumbent upon the city to explore other more acceptable environmentally sound alternatives.

Alternate Technologies

Changing World Technologies (CWT) – CWT claims to have the only process that transforms waste in to oil. The process, know as Thermal Depolymerization  which begins with  feedstock being fed into a grinder and mixed with water to create slurry.  The slurry then goes through two separate reactors that cause the breakup of the molecular chains of the substances to create a vapor. The vapor then goes to distillation tanks that separates it into gases, light oils, heavy oils, and water and solid carbons. The gas is burned for heat or electricity, the water is discharged and the oils and carbon are deposited in storage tanks, ready for sale. CWT has a demonstration plant operating in Philadelphia and recently opened a plant in Carthage, Missouri that can handle 200 tons per day of turkey offal. This new process has been featured in an article in the May 2003 issue of Discovery magazine and feature in a CNN profile.


Startech Environmental Group – Startech has developed what it calls a “closed loop elemental recycling system” called the Startech Plasma Converter. The waste material is subjected to temperatures of up to 30,000°F. At that temperature, the molecular bonds of the material dissociate into their elemental compounds and are then reformed into recoverable non-hazardous commodity products such as hydrogen and gas, ready for commercial use. Startech has a demonstration plant in Wilton, Connecticut and has supplied working units for private industrial plant waste.


Zeus Group USA – The Zeus Group USA employs a Plasma Pyrolysis Vitrification process. This process also subjects the material to intense heat. The organic and inorganic material are separated. The organic material is broken down to a gas to create steam or generate electricity. It can also be turned into methane gas. The inorganic material becomes a slag, which can be used to make bricks, insulation, sold as aggregate or used to pave roads. Plants of this type are operating in Korea and France.


International Economic and Ecological Services (I-Eco-S, Inc) –I-Eco-S, Inc proposes the use of the ISKAR Percolation Process. This process is currently being used in plants in Germany and Sidney, Australia. During the process, the metals are separated out, water is taken out and the remaining substances called Refused Derived Fuel (RDF) can be sold to waste to energy incineration plants or can produce methanol through a gasification process.


Visy Paper Company and Herhof Environmental Technologies – This process involves the heat drying of garbage. The Recyclables, metal, glass and plastic are separated for resale and the remaining substances are then burned to produce gas and produce electricity.

Opposition 


Due to the scarcity of large-scale gasification and other new technology operations many of the claims of their supporters are untested. Some environmental groups maintain that the best way to deal with our solid waste is a zero waste strategy based on all solid waste being recycled or reused. They maintain that technologies such as gasification will still allow dioxins to escape into the air and will divert wastes from recycling and composting.

Issues Related to Economic Viability 

To understand the technologies and assess the environmental safety, cost-effectiveness, and economic potential, companies have been asked to explain in their testimony 

· what process their technology uses to handle garbage 

· how the process minimizes emissions or precludes them altogether

· what type and amount of emissions are generated, if any, and whether they are within federal standards 

· what byproducts/residue result from the process   

· how many tons of byproduct/residue remains for every 1,000 tons of solid waste processed

· how many tons of that byproduct can be made into a value-added product 

· how much can each type of valuable byproduct be sold for per ton

· what products can be made with the byproduct  

· what kind of manufacturers would ideally be located nearby to utilize the byproduct

· how does the process divert recyclable material

· how many acres would be needed for a facility, including storage and cueing

· what would be the daily tonnage capacity of a facility

· what would be the yearly operating and initial capital costs

· how much would it cost per ton to process the trash

· how many gallons of oil can be produced or megawatts generated per 1, 000 tons of waste processed

· how many jobs would be created by the company  

Sharing the Economic Risk and Benefits 

A joint hearing by the two Committees  can appropriately examine whether the economic risks and benefits will be equitably shared among the five boroughs.  Issues include whether:   

· the technology will help the City comply with the principal of borough-based self-sufficiency

· additional employment oportunities will be created in the industrial parks in each borough 

· the additional employment and activity related to the operation of the Waste to Energy companies will provide additional customers to small business retailers in the surrounding area 

Investing in non incineration waste to energy facilities potentially creates jobs for low-skilled and semi-skilled labor, reduces reliance on landfills and the rising cost of disposal, and inexpensively supplies the city with electricity, methane oil, or ethanol, depending on the process adopted.   The economic feasibility of the site selection for each borough depends on the number of acres, including storage and cueing space for trucks, required and tonnage of solid waste that can be processed on that tract of land.   Each site would need to accommodate enough capacity for continuous processing without backlog during instances in which maintenance work is necessary at the facility.    The lead-time for construction would need to be sufficient to avoid the cost of overruns that would eat away at the profitability of the facility to the company and the savings to the City. 

Minimizing the Economic Risk 

The benefits to the economy of investing in non-incineration waste to energy technology may be felt in the short-term if building the facility were contracted to a local construction company.   However, the long-term benefits in terms of waste management and economic development ultimately depend on whether revenues to the City will reduce the costs below the prices paid per ton to send solid waste to landfills.   Some of the costs could be offset by 

· selling the electricity or gasoline produced at the site

· avoiding tipping fees to private carters if the City operates out of its own facilities

· charging tipping fees to commercial waste carters

· selling slag (a valuable end product of several of the waste to energy processes), which can be sold for $6 per ton.   

 Particularly noteworthy,  that while sending the end products of  the WTE process to landfills costs significantly less than sending unprocessed garbage,  there is a major opportunity cost incurred in landfilling slag versus selling it for revenue.  By one estimate, if 12,000 tons of NYC solid waste per day were reduced to 1,872 tons of slag, the potential revenue from that alone would be $3,392,064 (produced in 302 collection days per year). Slag could be used to make value-added items that can be marked up and sold nationwide profitably (e.g. plant pots, bird baths) despite any shipping costs.   Alternatively, it would end up costing $51 million to export slag to a landfill.  

One way the City can minimize its potential risk is by piloting one facility, or several facilities each using a different waste to energy process, which several companies have expressed a willingness to do at low-cost.   However, these companies will be reluctant to invest unless the City offers long-term contracts.   The start up costs and associated risks are relatively higher.    These companies rely on the City’s continually providing waste flow to accommodate the capacity to the company and the City’s purchasing the end products (e.g. electricity, methane, oil) directly from them.    Compounding the investment risk, is the difficult in siting any type of facility, let alone a waste to energy facility in a any neighborhood. 

� Waste Gasification, Blue Ridge Environmental Defense League Report, April 1, 2002





1
1

_1081230247.doc
[image: image1.png]






