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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Burning trash is a harmful and unjust
way to manage waste. Incineration does
not make waste disappear—instead it
converts waste into air pollution and
toxic ash that contaminate the surroun
ding communities, which more often
than not are communities of color
and low-income. And while incinerator
com
panies label incineration as clean
energy, incineration is one of the most
polluting and most expensive methods
to generate energy.
New Jersey is no stranger to the neg
ative impacts of incinerators, many
of which are located in the state’s
over
burdened, environmental justice
communities. Residents of these com
munities are more susceptible to asth
ma and COVID-19 due to the cumulative
impacts from incinerators and other
pollution sources. New Jersey’s four
currently operating incinerators (Co
vanta Essex, Covanta Camden, Covanta
Union, and Wheelabrator Gloucester)
and one recently closed incinerator
(Covanta Warren) collectively:








Collected nearly $30 million in
"clean” energy subsidies from
utilities and ratepayers since
2004, despite these emissions
and violations.

But there is a better way to manage
waste. By adopting zero-waste princi
ples, we can create a society that up
lifts a shared value of ourselves and our
resources. To achieve this zero-waste
future, New Jersey must:






Remove incineration from the
State’s Renewable Portfolio Stan
dard to stop subsidizing polluting
incinerators with money intended
for renewable, non-polluting sour
ces of energy;
Ban the construction or expansion
of incineration facilities, and plan
for the closure and remediation of
existing facilities; and
Prioritize job-creating, energysaving, and community-affirming
zero-waste solutions for waste
management.

Emitted over 10,000 tons of air
pollution and nearly 7 million tons
of greenhouse gases from 2015
to 2018;
Placed among the state’s top 5
emit
ters of a dozen distinct air
pollutants;
Violated their air permits over
1,700 times since 2004; and

To stay in the loop about how you can
help stop the burn and move New
Jersey to a zero waste future, visit
www.ironboundjustice.org.
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INCINERATORS ARE BIG
POLLUTERS
In the United States...

Waste incinerators burn large amounts
of trash in giant combustion chambers,
converting the waste into air emissions
and toxic ash. Some incinerators use the
heat from this burning to produce steam
that turns turbines to generate elec
tricity—technology similar to how coal
plants produce electricity. Though the
incineration industry claims that this
energy is clean and renewable, inciner
ators are the most emission-intensive
form of generating electricity in the U.S.
today, and can emit more air pollutants
than coal plants per unit of energy—
up to 18 times more lead, 14 times more
mercury, 6 times more smog-forming
nitrogen oxides, 5 times more carbon
monoxide, 4 times more cadmium and
hydrogen chloride, and 2.5 times more
greenhouse gases.1
Incinerators have a high quantity of
unpredictable emissions because what
they burn varies wildly depending on
what trash happens to be collected at
any given time.2 The diesel trucks that
transport waste to incinerators also
spew harmful pollutants into the sur
rounding community.3 And the ash that
incinerators produce can concentrate
toxic chemicals like lead, cadmium, and

dioxins.4 These chemicals can be found
at levels high enough that the ash needs
to be disposed of as hazardous waste,
even if the waste was non-hazar
dous
before it was burned.5 Incinerators send
this ash to landfills or to be used in prod
ucts like concrete to build roads, where
it can continue to harm communities.6
Pollution from incinerators can increase
the risk of miscarriages, preterm birth,
and non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma in adults,
and wheeze and fatigue in children that
live and go to school nearby.7

Covanta Essex
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In New Jersey...

Over the four years from 2015 to 2018, New Jersey’s five municipal solid waste incin
erators collectively emitted these harmful pollutants:

6,736,600 tons

1,176 tons

of carbon dioxide

of carbon monoxide

8,437 tons
of smog - forming
nitrogen oxides

764 tons
of sulfur dioxide

524 tons
of pm 10 coarse particulate
matter ( aka soot )

485 tons
of pm 2.5 fine particulate
matter

Over those same years, New Jersey’s incinerators were some of the top emitters of air
pollutants when compared to all 215 New Jersey major facilities with air permits:

Covanta Camden
emitter of cadmium and
hydrogen chloride

emitter of mercury and lead

Covanta Essex
emitter of arsenic , hydrogen
chloride , mercury , and

Covanta Union
emitter of chromium ,

hydrogen chloride , and pcbs
emitter of nitrogen oxides

Covanta Warren

emitter of nickel

nitrogen oxides
emitter of beryllium

Wheelabrator Gloucester

emitter of carbon
tetrachloride
emitter of lead and

emitter of polycyclic
organic matter

sulfur dioxide
emitter of carbon monoxide
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In New Jersey...

While some of these emissions were allowed by the incinerators’ air permits, many
were not. Collectively, these incinerators violated their permits over 1,700 times since
June 2004—sometimes with emissions two to eight times above permit limits.8

Total Air Permit Violations By Year, 2005-2019*

number of violations

total violations by facility
essex

camden

union

warren

gloucester

824

401

149

274

38

*Violations may be undercounted. Only includes data from New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection Dataminer website.
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INCINERATORS HARM
OVERBURDENED COMMUNITIES
In the United States...

Environmental justice, systemic racism,
and pollution collide at the sites of
incin
erators across the country. Ac
cording to a recent report by the New
School, 79% of all municipal solid waste
incinerators in the United States are
located in environmental justice com
munities—communities of color or lowincome com
munities that often bear
a disproportionate burden of environ
mental harms.9 Between 67% and 83%
of the twelve incinerators that emit
the most nitrogen oxides, sulfur diox
ide, lead, mercury, particulate mat
ter, and carbon monoxide are located
in environmental justice communities,
depending on the pollutant.10 Environ
mental justice communities suffer from
many health burdens including elevat
ed blood levels, asthma, preterm births,
and increased cardiovascular disease
related morbidity and mortality rates.11
Race is a significant predictor of living
near a toxic facility.12 This is not coin
cidental. While municipalities zoned
suburban areas for single-family homes
and commercial developments, urban or
more densely populated areas retained
industrial zoning requirements, leading
to decreased land values.13 Redlining

policies that historically restricted ac
cess to home loans and mortgages
segregated cities and caused divest
ment in communities of color.14 This
created industrial “hot spots” where
the placement of one facility invited
others. As the pattern persisted, lowincome residents and residents of col
or were pushed to reside in marginal
lands that were ultimately selected for
industrial development.15 Many of these
neighborhoods became environmental
justice communities, which suffer cu
mu
lative impacts from environmental
hazards, unhealthy land uses and a lack
of health, economic, or social benefits.

"Factories and superfunds polluting
and dumping all kinds of things right
down the street from low-income
communities just shows how much
they don’t care. You don’t see this
happening at high-income communities, this shouldn’t be happening
next to any communities."
—NYHEIM CARTER, youth organizer
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In New Jersey...

New Jersey’s three largest incinerators are located in census blocks that New Jersey’s
recently enacted environmental justice law identifies as the equivalent of environ
mental justice communities (shown in blue below).16 According to the U.S. Environ
mental Protection Agency, the communities located within one mile of these three
incinerators have some of the highest environmental justice indicators in New Jersey.17

Covanta Essex (Newark, NJ):

75% people

64% low-income

of color

89–99 State
EJ Index

Covanta Union (Rahway, NJ):

79% people

33% low-income

of color

74-89 State
EJ Index

Covanta Camden (Camden, NJ):

87% people
of color

70% low-income

88–96 State
EJ Index

All three of these incinerators are also within or adjacent to neighborhoods that the
federal government redlined in the 1930’s, a practice recognized as segregating cities
and leading to divestment in communities of color and low-income communities.18
Over half a million people live within three miles of one of these three incinerators.
Incinerators in these environmental justice communities emitted more air pollutants
than other nearby stationary sources in 2015-2018 as shown on the next page:
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In New Jersey...

Emissions from Incinerators Compared to Other
Stationary Sources in the Same County, 2015-2018
ESSEX COUNTY

UNION COUNTY

CAMDEN COUNTY

covanta essex

covanta union

covanta camden

other essex
county facilities

other union
county facilities

other camden
county facilities

NOx
70%

26.1%

86.6%

1%

PM2.5

43.7%
71.4%

HCL
90.3%

LEAD

82.6%

93.6%

100%

22.7%
64.3%

MERCURY

99.7%

46.7%

99.9%
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In New Jersey...

In addition, Covanta Essex and Covanta Camden, the two incinerators with the highest
EJ indicators, are also the incinerators with the greatest number of permit violations
since June 2004: over 800 for Covanta Essex, and over 400 for Covanta Camden.19
These include emissions over 8 times higher than the permit limit, emissions asso
ciated with the unpermitted burning of iodine, and multiple years in which a single
incinerator had over 100 violations.20
Waste incinerators are major emitters of pollutants like PM2.5 and NOx that, together
with other socio-economic factors, make communities more susceptible to respirato
ry infections like COVID-19.21 Black and Latinx residents in the United States have been
three times as likely to become infected from COVID-19 as white residents.22 Moreover,
Black and Latinx people have been nearly twice as likely to die from the virus.23 This
pattern persists in New Jersey, where residents face cumulative impacts from multiple
polluting sources, including incinerators such as those in Essex, Camden, and Union
counties that are significant local contributors to PM2.5 and NOx emissions.24 The
communities that host incinerators in New Jersey have underlying public health vul
nerabilities related specifically to COVID-19. A recent study found that COVID-19 was
the #1 cause of death for Black, Latinx, and Asian people in New Jersey in 2020.25 To
date, Essex, Camden, and Union counties have reported some of the highest corona
virus death rates in the state.26 Grounded in a history of exclusion and discrimination,
incinerators in environmental justice communities contribute to existing public health
risks on residents.

"As residents of the Ironbound for over 60 years,
my family has suffered the devastating effects of
pollution on the environment. We have endured lung
cancer, breast cancer, colon cancer, and asthma—
some of the most heinous of malignancies that
have affected our loved ones. I stand against the
development of any further incinerators or pollution
causing chemical or manufacturing plants in the
Ironbound. We deserve to breathe clean air!"
—IRIS ALVAREZ, community leader
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INCINERATORS DON’T DESERVE
CLEAN ENERGY SUBSIDIES
In the United States...

Many incinerators are money-losing
businesses that rely on significant gov
ernment subsidies to stay afloat—often
at the expense of the financial stability
of their host municipalities.27 Inciner
ators are costlier to build and operate
per unit of energy produced than al
most any other electricity genera
tion technology in the U.S.—more than
solar, onshore wind, or distributed
generation.28 To make up for these high
costs, incinerators often charge their
host municipalities above-market tip
ping fees for waste disposal, often re
quiring payment whether or not waste
is sent to the inciner
ator.29 This has
pushed cities like Detroit, Michigan
and Harrisburg, Pennsylvania towards,
or into, bankruptcy just to prop up
their incinerators.30
Another way incinerators stay afloat
is by syphoning subsidies intended for
clean energy—while citizens foot the
bill. Waste incinerators often use the
heat energy created as a byproduct
from burning trash to generate small
amounts of electricity. Although the
process pollutes and contributes to cli
mate change, incinerators profit from
that energy, calling it “renewable” for
the purpose of State renewable energy

laws like Renewable Portfolio Standard
(RPS) programs. These RPS programs
set renewable electricity goals and re
quire utilities to source a certain portion
of the electricity they sell from “renew
able” sources, and can create powerful
incentives to shift to truly clean energy.
But about twenty-one States include
waste incineration in these programs
meant for “renewable” energy, even
though waste incineration is neither
clean nor renewable.31 Such classifica
tion, promoted by the incineration in
dustry, makes burning trash eligible for
subsidies that should be going to true
renewable energy projects like wind and
solar instead. Not only are incinerators
slowing our transition to renewables,
they contribute to climate change as the
most greenhouse gas-intensive source
of electricity.32 In 2018 alone, incinera
tors in the U.S. emitted 11 million tons of
carbon dioxide.33
Solar and wind represent the cheapest,
cleanest, and most productive forms
of renewable energy.34 Including incin
eration in legal definitions of renew
able energy hampers investments in
these cleaner, more equitable sources
of local energy.
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In New Jersey...

New Jersey is one of the States that allows incinerators to exploit the RPS program
and obtain subsidies as “renewable” energy. While New Jersey law requires eligi
ble waste incinerators to meet “the highest environmental standards” and minimize
“any impacts to the environment and local communities” in order to get these subsi
dies, most New Jersey incinerators have never met these requirements and the State
has not enforced the law.35 All five of New Jersey’s incinerators have violated their
air pollution permits nearly every year since 2004.36 Despite all of these violations,
electric utilities have paid over $30 million in ratepayer money to New Jersey’s incin
erators under this program.37

Annual RPS Subsidies to NJ Incinerators

8M

millions of dollars

7M
6M
5M
4M
3M
2M
1M

20
18

20
17

20
16

20
15

20
14

20
13

20
12

20
11

20
10

20
09

20
08

20
07

20
06

20
05

0

year

"What I think about the incinerator is I think it's not good for Newark
because it's right in the city where everyone lives and it can affect
people that have heart problems. I grew up living next to the incinerator
every time I go outside I am smelling burning garbage. I would like to
see a homeless shelter instead of the incinerator because there are a
lot of homeless people in Newark and I feel bad."
—ANGELINA POZO, garden crew youth
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INCINERATORS HAVE NO
PART IN THE ZERO-WASTE
SOCIETY WE NEED
In the United States...

Incinerators not only poison the air
and harm the surrounding environment
and community; they also block incen
tives to reduce waste because their
business model depends on a consis
tent flow of trash to operate. But there
is a better solution: zero waste, or the
“conservation of all resources by means
of responsible production, consump
tion, reuse, and recovery of products,
packaging, and materials without burn
ing and with no discharges to land,
water, or air that threaten the environ
ment or human health.”38





WHAT IS ZERO WASTE?
The goal for zero waste is to replace
economic systems that create immense
amounts of waste with sustainable and
resilient systems without the need for
waste or pollution. Zero waste strate
gies like recycling can save three to five
times more energy than burning mate
rials.39 The zero-waste hierarchy sets
forth the following measures to help us
accomplish this goal:





Rethink/Redesign how we develop
and design products and services in
a way that creates less waste from
the beginning. One way to incen
tivize this is extended producer re
sponsibility, which makes producers
responsible for the entire product
lifecycle, including disposal;
Reduce consumption of non-bio
degradable products, such as plas
tic, by buying reusable grocery
bags or jars for fruits, vegetables,
nuts, etc., and reduce food waste
by incorporating food recovery
and food co-op programs to redis
tribute “waste” items from busi
nesses to those who need them;
Reuse household products such as
clothing, furniture, etc. to reduce
waste;40
Recycle all recyclable materials
through a mandatory municipal re
cycling program instead of throw
ing them into the trash. If public
dumpsters are available, en
sure
that public recycling bins are also
made available;
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Manage residuals to place them
back into the natural environment
in a sustainable and non-pollut
ing way, taking environmental and
health factors into account.

landfill through a municipal law that
requires the separate disposal of re
cyclables, organic waste for compost
ing, and landfill items—the city collects
650 tons of organic waste per day for
composting.41 Baltimore has adopted a
comprehensive zero-waste plan that
aims to divert 90% of its waste from
landfills and incineration.42 And in New
Jersey, in just two years, Jersey City’s
program of compost drop-off locations
and food-scrap buckets has collected
over 50,000 pounds of organic waste
to fertilize home gardens, parks, and
community gardens across the city.43

Many cities have been successful in re
ducing waste through these zero-waste
strategies. San Francisco, for exam
ple, diverts 80% of its waste from the

New York City is demonstrating how
composting should be done at a local
scale, e.g., within 1-5 miles of where dis
posed. Community composters in NYC,







Compost by putting organic ma
terials back into the soil to pro
vide nutrients, reduce waste and
greenhouse gas emissions, and in
crease infiltration of rainwater;
Recover materials through pro
cesses that separate used materials,
such as metals, to be reintegrated
into new products; and

The Zero Waste Hierarchy

RETHINK/REDESIGN
REDUCE
REUSE

RECYCLE/COMPOST
MATERIAL RECOVERY
RESIDUALS MANAGEMENT
(Biological treatment and
stabilized landfilling)

UNACCEPTABLE

(Waste deregulation,
incineration, and
“waste-to-energy”)
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such as Big Reuse and Lower East
Side Ecology Center, as well as microhaulers that employ people of mar
ginalized identities, such as BK Rot
and Common Ground Compost, are
providing New Yorkers with the knowl
edge and skills to produce and use
compost locally.44
Studies show that zero-waste solutions
are job creators: on a per-ton basis,
composting creates 4 times more jobs,
recycling creates 10–25 times more
jobs, and material reuse can create up to
296 times more jobs than landfilling or
incineration.45 A recent study estimates
that deployment of these zero-waste
principles could create over 11,000 jobs
in New York City by 2030.46
We must shift the paradigm from
un
justly exporting waste to environ
mentally overburdened communities
to instead implement local-scale zerowaste strategies that reduce the ad
verse effects of waste incineration. By

"We are spiritual beings having a
human experience. The land that
we are on is on borrowed time.
We need to be reminded we are
stewards of the earth and we are
here to protect and nourish the
land and not pollute it."
—TANISHA GARNER,
community leader

rethinking, reducing, and reusing the
products we create, we can minimize
waste and successfully reintegrate re
sources that would otherwise be dis
posed of back into the environment in
a healthy and managed way. We can
also mitigate the significant adverse
impacts on human health, equity, and
the environment that arise from send
ing trash to incinerators.

Down Bottom Farms community garden in Newark.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR NEW JERSEY














End subsidies for waste incineration,
such as by removing incineration
from Renewable Portfolio Standards
or other programs intended to ben
efit clean, renewable energy instead
of polluting incinerators;
Do not permit the construction of
any new incinerators or any expan
sion of existing incinerators;

Newark children demand clean air instead
of pollution from local incinerators.

Require the best available continuous
monitoring and control technologies
for all pollutants at existing incinerators, and fully enforce all environmental laws
and permit conditions that apply to incinerators;
Ban the incineration or landfilling of organic materials and unprocessed con
struction and demolition (C&D) materials;
Close and decommission all existing incineration facilities by 2030, and require
incinerator companies to provide sufficient financial assurances for remediation
programs;
In accordance with community input and consent, mandate and incentivize
waste reduction, composting, organics collection, and recycling programs,
prioritizing incentives for overburdened communities and historically disadvan
taged peoples; and
Ensure social safety nets, health care, wage and benefits guarantees, retraining,
and priority job placement for workers in transition; create new union jobs for
cleanup and restoration of polluted sites; and build infrastructure for cities to
transition from incineration to zero waste.

To stay in the loop about how you can help stop
the burn and move New Jersey to a zero waste
future, visit www.ironboundjustice.org.
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