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SUMMARY
Action is needed to address the serious threats posed by waste incineration overcapacity,
the burning of recyclable and compostable material, excess waste generation, and market
failures caused by the price of incineration not reflecting its environmental and social harm.
UKWIN sets out the case for England to:
1. Introduce an immediate moratorium on new waste incineration capacity;
2. Phase in an escalating incineration tax to complement the landfill tax; and
3. Adopt meaningful municipal waste reduction targets for total and residual waste.
An immediate moratorium on new waste incineration capacity would:






Prevent further exacerbating incineration overcapacity;
Encourage the more efficient use of existing incineration capacity;
Prevent pollution harming air and soil quality;
Support the transition towards net zero carbon; and
Enable a more circular economy, with increased reduction, re-use, and recycling.

An incineration tax would:
 Promote environmental justice by implementing the 'polluter pays' principle;
 Incentivise councils and businesses to reduce, re-use and recycle by ensuring that
the cost to society of incineration is reflected in the price of incineration; and
 Ensure that the costs passed on to producers offset adverse impacts of incineration,
providing an incentive to design products that are suitable for re-use and recycling.
England currently has around 17 million tonnes per annum (tpa) of incineration capacity. A
£50/tonne tax on the use of this capacity would raise £850m a year. The funds raised from
an incineration tax should go to Councils to create new green jobs, invest in the top tiers of
the waste hierarchy, and to renegotiate or terminate waste contracts that are incompatible
with the move away from incineration and towards a circular economy.
A reduction target for total municipal waste in England would:
 Aim to reduce waste by 15% by 2030 and by 20% by 2035 (relative to 2019 levels);
 Provide a clear direction of travel to support waste prevention efforts; and
 Help ensure increased recycling does not come at the expense of waste reduction.
A reduction target for residual municipal waste in England would:
 Aim to reduce residual waste from 27.8m tpa in 2016 to no more than 17m by 2035
to bring residual waste arisings into line with existing incineration capacity;
 Help address incineration overcapacity; and
 Support efforts to increase recycling and reduce waste arisings.
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BACKGROUND
Residual waste and its recyclability
Around 27.8 million tonnes of municipal residual waste was collected in England in 20161,
with just over half of this coming from households2 and just under half from businesses.
The Government expects their current policy measures to reduce residual waste arising to
around 20 million tonnes by 2035.3
One reason for the anticipated reduction is that much of this 'residual waste' is actually
recyclable or compostable, and therefore according to the Government: "a paradigm shift,
in relation to reducing, reusing and recycling our waste…should limit the amount that ever
has to go to incineration and landfill".4
Defra's August 2020 Resources and Waste Strategy Monitoring Report5 stated that:
 "The large amount of avoidable residual waste
and avoidable residual plastic waste generated
by household sources each year suggests there
remains substantial opportunity for increased
recycling…The message from this assessment is
that a substantial quantity of material appears
to be going into the residual waste stream,
where it could have at least been recycled or
dealt with higher up the waste hierarchy."
 "Of total residual waste from household sources in England in 2017, an estimated 53%
could be categorised as readily recyclable, 27% as potentially recyclable, 12% as
potentially substitutable and 8% as difficult to either recycle or substitute."
 "Of approximately 13.1 million tonnes of residual waste generated by household sources
in England in 2017, around 7 million tonnes could be categorised as readily recyclable,
3.5 million tonnes as potentially recyclable, 1.6 million tonnes as potentially
substitutable, and 1.0 million tonnes as difficult to recycle or substitute."
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Page 77 of Resources and waste strategy for England (Our waste, our resource: A strategy for England), Evidence Annex
(HM Government, December 2018), available from:

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/765915/rwsevidence-annex.pdf
2
Page 9 of Statistics on waste managed by local authorities in England in 2016/17 (Defra, 5 December 2017), available
from:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/664594/LACW_mg
t_annual_Stats_Notice_Dec_2017.pdf
3
Figure 8 on Page 78 of Resources and waste strategy for England, Evidence Annex
4
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2020-01-28/debates/9209AD6A-6C6B-47CB-A4605147EC43131F/IndustrialAndCommercialWasteIncineration
5
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/resources-and-waste-strategy-for-england-monitoring-and-evaluation
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The Waste and Resources Action Programme (WRAP) is a charity working with government,
businesses and communities to achieve a circular economy in the UK. A WRAP Cymru study
of residual commercial and industrial (C&I) waste in Wales6 found that in 2019: "The
majority of the waste analysed (74.5%…) could have potentially been recycled."
The UK Government has committed to a target of 65% recycling for Municipal Solid Waste
by 2035.7 However, the Committee on Climate Change (CCC)'s June 2020 progress report to
Parliament calls on the Government to: "Set a target for a 70% recycling rate by 2030 in
England within the Environment Bill, and announce new policies to meet this target". 8 The
CCC also states that one of the medium-term milestones to be on track to Net Zero
emissions by 2050 is that by around the 2030s: "Local authority plans implemented to go
beyond 70% recycling rate".

ENGLISH REGIONAL LOCAL AUTHORITY COLLECTED WASTE (LACW)
INCINERATION AND RECYCLING RATES IN 2018/199

Across England the average rate of incineration for Local Authority Collected Waste (LACW)
in 2018/19 was 43.8% and the average rate of recycling was 42.7%. To achieve a 65% LACW
recycling rate incineration would have to fall to at most 35%, which is equivalent to a
reduction of at least 8.8 percentage points. The achievement of 70%+ recycling would
necessitate an even more dramatic reduction.
Both national and regional data (see chart above) show a clear inverse correlation between
the levels of incineration and the level of recycling, highlighting the need to reduce
incineration rates to allow for increased recycling.
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http://www.wrapcymru.org.uk/reports/composition-analysis-commercial-and-industrial-waste-wales
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/resources-and-waste-strategy-for-england
8
https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Reducing-UK-emissions-Progress-Report-to-ParliamentCommittee-on-Cli.._-002-1.pdf
9
Sources: Table 2a of Local authority collected waste generation from April 2000 to March 2019 (England and regions)
and local authority data April 2018 to March 2019 (Defra, December 2019).
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Incineration capacity and climate emissions from incineration
Incinerators emit large quantities of CO2, with roughly one tonne of CO2 released for each
tonne of waste incinerated. About half of this CO2 derives from fossil sources such as
plastic10, meaning England's incinerators rely on fossil fuels for feedstock (as most plastics
are derivied from crude oil or natural gas).
There is currently around 17.2 million tonnes of incineration capacity in England,
comprising 14.6Mt of built capacity and 2.6Mt under construction.11 The waste industry is
currently proposing a further 20 million tonnes of incineration capacity for England.12
Existing capacity already exceeds the quantity of genuinely residual combustible waste.
Allowing even more incinerators would exacerbate this overcapacity, giving rise to
avoidable pollution and expense whilst harming waste reduction and recycling efforts.

EXISTING AND PROPOSED UK MUNICIPAL WASTE INCINERATORS
Existing
Incinerators

Proposed
Incinerators

Incinerating 17.2 million tonnes of waste is associated with the direct emission of about
9.13 million tonnes of fossil CO2.13 Using Defra's central carbon price, the release of 9.13m
tonnes of fossil CO2 equates to a cost to society of around £740m for the year 2030 and
more than £1bn for the year 203514 as abatement costs increase. At present this cost to
society is not reflected in the price of incineration.
10

Evaluation of the climate change impacts of waste incineration (Oct. 2018), see: https://ukwin.org.uk/climate
https://www.tolvik.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Tolvik-UK-EfW-Statistics-2019-Report-June-2020.pdf
12
https://ukwin.org.uk/incinerators
13
Page 12 of UK Energy from Waste Statistics – 2019 (Tolvik, 2020)
14
Table 3: Carbon prices and sensitivities 2010-2100 for appraisal, £/tCO2e from Data tables 1 to 19: supporting the
toolkit and the guidance (BEIS, March 2019), available from:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/793632/datatables-1-19.xlsx [17.2m tonnes of waste × 0.531 tonnes of fossil CO2e per tonne of waste × £81 per tonne of CO2e =
£739.79 million cost to society for 2030] and [17.2m tonnes of waste × 0.531 tonnes of fossil CO2e per tonne of waste ×
£118 per tonne of CO2e = £1,077.72m cost to society for 2035]
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In 2018 an Environmental Policy Advisor at Zero Waste Scotland said: "The grid is
decarbonising…and burning waste is adding emissions and not helping to decarbonise.
Energy from Waste [incineration] is problematic from a climate change perspective".15

CARBON INTENSITY OF DIFFERENT METHODS OF GENERATING ELECTRICITY16
(EXPRESSED AS GRAMS OF CO2 PER KWH)

As a form of electricity generation, incineration is significantly less efficient than the
conventional use of fossil fuels. For the same amount of electricity, incinerators emit more
CO2 than a typical Combined Cycle Gas Turbine (CCGT) plant. As noted in the Government's
Energy from Waste Guide: "Typical conversion efficiency of waste fuel into usable electricity
is 25% compared to >70% for natural gas to electricity in CCGT".17

Benefits of moving towards a more circular economy
The conventional 'linear' economy relies on extraction and processing of virgin resources,
followed by consumption and disposal via incineration or landfill. With a circular economy
the value of resources is preserved, material and nutrients that are needed to create new
products are maintained, and the most is made of existing resources. In stark contrast,
incineration wastes finite resources, requires new materials to be extracted at high
environmental cost, and destroys nutrients vital for the health of our soil.
WRAP has estimated that by 2030 the circular economy could create between 200,000 and
500,000 new jobs that could be focussed in areas of high unemployment.18 In November
2019, Green Alliance, together with academics from the University of Leeds, found that:
"There are many more jobs in materials recycling, repair and reuse than in waste
management and disposal. For every thousand tonnes of material there are two jobs in
recycling as opposed to 0.1 job in waste treatment and disposal. Reuse and
remanufacturing generate many more jobs while creating greater value for the economy".19
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https://www.recyclingwasteworld.co.uk/news/energy-from-waste-contributes-to-climate-change/184027/
https://ukwin.org.uk/files/pdf/UKWIN-National-Infrastructure-Strategy-Submission-August-2020.pdf
17
Footnote 80 of Energy from waste: A guide to the debate February 2014 (revised edition), available from:
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/energy-from-waste-a-guide-to-the-debate
18
https://www.wrap.org.uk/content/employment-and-circular-economy
19
https://www.green-alliance.org.uk/resources/Building_a_circular_economy.pdf
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MORATORIUM ON NEW INCINERATION CAPACITY
An immediate moratorium on new waste incineration capacity would:
▶
▶
▶
▶
▶

Prevent further exacerbating incineration overcapacity;
Encourage the more efficient use of existing incineration capacity;
Prevent pollution harming air and soil quality;
Support the transition towards net zero carbon; and
Enable a more circular economy, with increased reduction, re-use, and recycling.

Early Day Motion (EDM) #581 of the 2017-19 session, entitled 'Moratorium on New Waste
Incineration Capacity' attracted signatures from at least one MP for each of the political
parties active at Westminster. The Motion read: "That this House notes in the UK there is
now more waste incineration capacity built and under construction than it is forecast there
will be genuinely residual combustible waste to burn; further notes that incineration
overcapacity can be a barrier to achieving the recycling society; believes that realising such
a recycling society would result in significant economic, social and environmental benefits;
acknowledges the need to send a clear message that the waste hierarchy should shift focus
away from incineration and towards waste reduction, reuse, recycling and composting; and
calls on the Government and the devolved governments to introduce a complete
moratorium on new waste incineration capacity, covering both conventional waste
incineration and other forms such as gasification and pyrolysis, as a matter of urgency."20
A moratorium would help reduce our carbon footprint whilst improving the quality of life,
including the quality of the air that we breathe. Halting the trend of ever-increasing
incineration rates is necessary for achieving our net zero carbon ambition and would help
create the green jobs associated with the move towards a more circular economy.
Incineration overcapacity harms the markets for recycling and reduces the benefits of
waste minimisation and re-use schemes, causing significant environmental harm. As noted
in Greenpeace's manifesto for a green recovery, a moratorium would "send a market signal
to support more sustainable solutions for resource use, including reduction of material use,
reuse, repair and recycling".21
Those calling for new incinerators miss the point that spare capacity at existing incinerators
will increasingly become available as councils boost their recycling rates and reduce
quantities of waste arising. The lesson to learn from countries that invested heavily in
incineration is that incineration rates must be brought down if recycling is to be
increased.22 In Denmark, for example, the government is decommissioning incinerators to
reduce overall capacity by 30% by 2030 in line with their residual waste reduction targets
and in order to help meet their goal to bring about a climate-neutral waste sector.23
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https://edm.parliament.uk/early-day-motion/51049/moratorium-on-new-waste-incineration-capacity
See pages 47 and 48 of their manifesto: https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/resources/green-recovery-manifesto/
22
https://greenallianceblog.org.uk/2020/07/20/scandinavians-call-their-waste-incineration-crazy-so-why-copy-them/
and https://xrzerowaste.uk/
23
https://www2.mst.dk/Udgiv/publikationer/2020/05/978-87-7038-183-3.pdf
21
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INCINERATION TAX
An incineration tax would:
▶ Promote environmental justice by implementing the 'polluter pays' principle;
▶ Incentivise councils and businesses to reduce, re-use and recycle by ensuring that the
cost to society of incineration is reflected in the price of incineration; and
▶ Ensure that the costs passed on to producers offset adverse impacts of incineration,
providing an incentive to design products that are suitable for re-use and recycling.
To allow for a phased approach to enable the industry to adapt, an incineration tax could
start at a rate of £10/tonne of waste incinerated, rising by £10/tonne each year until the
tax reaches £50/tonne, after which the tax on incineration would be pegged to half the rate
of the landfill tax. The rate of landfill tax will be £96.70 in 2021, rising in line with inflation.24
At £50/tonne, incinerating 17 million tonnes (just below England's current incineration
capacity) would raise £850m. This revenue should be put into a 'residual waste reduction
fund’ for use by councils to invest in creating new green jobs, such as waste education
officers, and to invest in other activities to support the top tiers of the waste hierarchy.
Pricing incineration to more closely reflect its adverse environmental impacts would
accelerate the move towards a more circular economy.25 The revenue raised could also be
used to help fund councils to renegotiate or terminate outdated long-term waste contracts
that inhibit the move from incineration towards reduction, reuse and recycling.26
For decades incinerators have been releasing harmful greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
without compensating society for the harm this caused. Power stations are in the Emissions
Trading Scheme (ETS) and landfill is subject to the landfill tax; however, as Defra noted in
2011, incinerators are: "creating GHG emissions without paying the relevant price".27
An incineration tax has been requested by the recycling industry, with HM Treasury noting
in 2018 that: "Respondents from across the supply chain have suggested a tax on the
incineration of waste".28 According to DS Smith Recycling: "An over-reliance on EfW
[incineration] will lead to lost recycling opportunities. We must prioritise systems that
ensure materials that can be recycled are recycled…As the Government looks to a more
resource-efficient future…it should reflect on the success of the landfill tax in directing
resources up the waste hierarchy. An incineration tax could be introduced and escalated as
a means of encouraging incineration diversion, and more widespread reduction and reuse,
as well as a stronger focus on quality in recycling".29

24

https://www.gov.uk/green-taxes-and-reliefs/landfill-tax
Pages 6 and 7 of: https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130404012253/
http://archive.defra.gov.uk/environment/waste/documents/ia-review-waste-policy.pdf
26
https://ukwin.org.uk/files/pdf/UKWIN-Examples-of-incineration-harming-recycling-July-2019.pdf
27
Page 25 of: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/69500/pb13548-economic-principles-wr110613.pdf
28
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/734837/Plastics_call_for_evidence_summary_of_responses_web.pdf
29
Recovery Position (June 2018), available from: https://www.circularonline.co.uk/opinions/recovery-position/
25
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Those focussing on climate change have also supported the prospect of an incineration tax.
According to the Zero Carbon Commission's September 2020 report on 'Helping Britain
Achieve Net Zero by 2050': "There is a good case for carbon taxation on incineration, which
produces substantial emissions...a tax on incineration would increase incentives to recycle
and/or generate less waste…".30 In line with UKWIN's proposals, the Report states that a
carbon tax should cover both conventional incineration "and other energy from waste
schemes (i.e Advanced Conversion Technologies)".
Even the chief executive of Renewi, a waste company that has been involved in several
'Energy from Waste' projects, has stated that: "…an incineration tax could provide an
opportunity to increase its recycling rates further".31
Because the incineration tax would apply to both council and business waste, while
investment of the tax revenue would be directed towards helping councils, this tax would
result in a net benefit to the public purse. Where the tax revenue from the incineration of
hard-to-recycle products is passed on as part of Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR),
this would increase incentives for manufacturers to promote recycling and to reduce
unnecessary packaging. EPR would also mean that a proportion of the council's incineration
tax costs would not be borne by councils, further increasing the benefit to the public purse.

WASTE REDUCTION TARGETS
A reduction target for total municipal waste in England would:
▶ Aim to reduce waste by 15% by 2030 and by 20% by 2035 (relative to 2019 levels);
▶ Provide a clear direction of travel to support waste prevention efforts; and
▶ Help ensure increased recycling does not come at the expense of waste reduction.
A reduction target for residual municipal waste in England would:
▶ Aim to reduce residual waste from 27.8m tpa in 2016 to no more than 17m by 2035
to bring residual waste arisings into line with existing incineration capacity;
▶ Help address incineration overcapacity; and
▶ Support efforts to increase recycling and reduce waste arisings.
The term 'municipal waste' in this context is used to refer to all discarded material that is
similar in composition to household waste, and therefore includes some waste from
businesses whilst excluding waste arising from construction and demolition. A target to
reduce the total quantity of municipal waste would increase the focus on the top tier of the
waste hierarchy in line with the need to reduce our nation's environmental footprint.
Investment in the bottom tiers of the waste hierarchy, i.e. incineration and landfill, is
inconsistent with the commitment to promoting the top tiers of the waste hierarchy, i.e.
reduction, reuse and recycling. There is an urgent need to move investment up the waste
hierarchy in general, and to reduce the quantity of residual waste arising in particular.
30
31

https://zerocarbon.publicfirst.co.uk/
https://www.letsrecycle.com/news/latest-news/renewi-ceo-calls-uk-efw-tax-boost-recycling/
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In 2010 the Welsh Assembly Government stated that: "To achieve one Wales: one planet
levels by 2050 we need to reduce our waste arisings across all sectors by around 1.5% each
year from now to 2050".32 In 2013 the Scottish Government announced that: "Our target is
to reduce Scotland’s waste by 7% by 2017 from 2011 levels, and we want to achieve a 15%
reduction by 2025".33 However, at present England does not have equivalent targets to
reduce total waste in accordance with the waste hierarchy.
Waste arising can be reduced by various means including making products that last longer,
ensuring items that can be re-used are passed to those who need them rather than being
sent for disposal, eliminating the use of single-use products, and minimising food waste.
A target to reduce residual waste arisings would complement existing and future recycling
targets and targets for reducing individual waste streams such as food waste, making clear
the destination whilst allowing elements of the circular economy to be achieved through a
combination of recycling and waste prevention (repair, reuse, redesign, etc.).
As mentioned above, municipal residual waste arising in England in 2016 were around 27.8
million tonnes34, with just over half of this coming from households35 and just under half
from businesses. The Government expects their current policy measures to reduce residual
waste arising to around 20 million tonnes by 2035.36 We believe that the Government's
current approach to waste prevention is insufficiently ambitious.
A target of 17m tonnes of residual waste per year would mean that existing incineration
capacity in England is already more than sufficient to deal with our anticipated levels of
residual waste, allowing investment in new infrastructure to focus on the higher tiers of the
waste hierarchy rather than going to waste incineration capacity that will not be needed.
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https://www.gov.scot/publications/safeguarding-scotlands-resources-blueprint-more-resource-efficient-circulareconomy/
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https://www.gov.scot/policies/managing-waste/
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Page 77 of https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/resources-and-waste-strategy-for-england
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