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Why recycling is better 
than incineration

“When waste is not subjected to separate 
collection, it is called mixed or residual waste.  

This means that many materials (plastics, paper, 
organics), which could be recycled if they were 
separated at the source are lost, because they 
will be burnt in incineration facilities.” 

https://www.zerowasteeurope.eu/2017/09/4-reasons-why-
recycling-is-better-than-incineration/
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“The” Waste Hierarchy

https://www.carbonfootprint.com/images/waste_hierarchy.png



Role of the Waste 
Hierarchy in EU policy

“The waste hierarchy is the main principle at 
the cornerstone of the European Union’s waste 
policy. It establishes the priority order Member 
States should apply when developing waste 
management legislation and policy. It envisions 
that waste should be in the first place 
prevented, then  reused, recycled, processed 
for energy recovery, and finally disposed of.” 

https://www.zerowasteeurope.eu/2017/09/4-reasons-why-recycling-is-better-than-
incineration/ 
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Four of the reasons

1. Recycling saves energy 

2. Recycling is more profitable 

3. Recycling creates more jobs 

4. Recycling is more flexible and dynamic



1. Recycling  
saves energy

Incineration dis-incentivises citizens to care about what they 
consume. 

Nowadays recyclers run businesses for keeping materials in the 
economic loop.  

A combination of recycling and composting can save three to four 
times more energy than an incinerator can produce.  

Recycling saves massive amounts of CO2 emissions towards meeting 
the climate change objectives in the Paris Agreement. 

When “embedded energy” is taken into Life Cycle Assessments, high-
quality recycling can potentially save astonishing amounts of energy.



2. Recycling is  
more profitable

Incineration of mixed municipal waste 
requires significant financial investments 
from local authorities.  

In contrast, the recycling sector has 
developed into a successful business.



3. Recycling creates 
more jobs

Burning waste requires a lot of money but very little 
workforce.  

In contrast, recycling creates at least ten times more 
jobs than landfilling or incineration.  

In addition to the nearly 400,000 direct jobs brought by 
the implementation of the existing EU waste legislation, 
170,000 more jobs could be created, most of them 
impossible to delocalise outside the EU, and 30 billion 
euro could be saved by 2035.



4. Recycling is more  
flexible and dynamic

Incineration technology is neither efficient nor problem-free. 

Incinerator facilities are not flexible. To deliver a sound economic 
profit, they need from 40 to 50 years of operation. 

Re-use and recycling activities are not only environmentally 
friendly, they deliver far better economic and social outcomes. 

Because of misconceptions and less than transparent decision 
making processes, incineration still represents a serious threat. 

The best way to remedy this is to implement effective source 
separation of waste materials and separate collection schemes.
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