
 

THE ENVIRONMENTAL INDUSTRY NATIONAL SOLID WASTES WASTE EQUIPMENT 
ASSOCIATIONS INCLUDE: MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION TECHNOLOGY ASSOCIATION 

 
4301 CONNECTICUT AVENUE, NW, SUITE 300, WASHINGTON, DC 20008  202.244.4700  FAX 202.966.4818 

 
SOLID WASTE GREENHOUSE GAS FACTS AND FIGURES   (May 4, 2011) 
 
Greenhouse Gas Emissions in TgCO2E: 
 
Landfill:         Methane (CH4) generated: MSW 266.31 

          Methane generated:  industrial    15.61  
            Methane converted into energy:  (72.0)1 

        Methane destroyed by flaring:    (79.4) 1 

        Methane destroyed by oxidation: (13.1)1 
        Total methane released:   117.51  

   
Composting:         Methane:         1.71 
          Nitrous oxide (N2O):       1.81 
          Total:         3.51 
 
MSW Combustion:  Waste-to-energy:  Nitrous oxide:     0.41 

        Carbon dioxide (CO2):     12.31 
          Total:         12.71 

 
Trucks/process energy (includes recycling):       2.92 

 
Total Emissions:      136.61 
 

• 2.059 percent of U.S. greenhouse gas emissions 
• Landfills stored 12.6 TgCO2E of carbon in 20091.  (see carbon sequestration – below) 

 
Greenhouse Gas Reduction Activities: 
 
Landfills reduced their total methane emissions by more than one half through conversion of 
methane to energy and destruction by flaring and oxidation1.  Without these techniques, landfill 
gas methane emissions would have been 266.3 TgCO2E instead of 117.5 TgCO2E. 
 

• 551operational landfill gas-to-energy projects in the United States generated 1697 MW 
(megawatts) and 309 million standard cubic feet per day (mmscfd).  This is enough 
energy to directly power 1,001,972 homes and heat 729, 280, respectively.3 

• According to the Nobel Prize-winning Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) landfill gas recovery directly reduces greenhouse gas emissions4. 

  
Landfills are the third highest producer of anthropogenic methane in the United States.  Natural 
gas recovery and enteric fermentation, which are digestive gases produced by ruminant animals 
such as cows, have produced more methane every year in this decade1. 
 
Waste-to-energy facilities produce 17 billion kilowatt hours of energy, enough to power 2.5 
million homes and to avoid the production of an equivalent amount of electricity from 
conventional coal or oil-fired power plants.5 

 
Recycling and composting:  recycling reduced greenhouse gas emissions by 182.2 TgCO2E, or 
2.5%, in 20056.  Uncovered compost piles, however, create volatile organic compounds.   



 
Recycling and composting:  82.1 million tons of municipal solid waste were recycled or 
composted in 2009 (61.3 million tons recycled and 20.8 million tons composted)7. 
 
Alternative fuel trucks:  trucks using compressed or liquefied natural gas or hybrid engines 
increase fuel efficiency.  More than 4000 natural gas-fueled refuse and recycling trucks were in 
use in 20108. 
 
Carbon sequestration (storage): 
 
Recycling paper increases carbon storage in trees by easing the pressure on forests1. 
 
Landfills store carbon due to incomplete degradation of organic materials such as wood 
products and yard waste1. According to the IPCC, 50 percent of the “organic” fraction in a landfill 
– paper, food and yard waste – does not degrade because lignin is “recalcitrant” and the 
cellulosic portion degrades slowly4.  Landfills stored 12.6 TgCO2E in 20091.   
 
Progress over the years:   
 
Between 1974 and 1997, increased recycling, composting, waste-to-energy and landfill gas 
reduction caused greenhouse gas emissions from solid waste management facilities to drop by 
78 percent even as waste generation increased by 70 percent.  Without these improvements, 
these emissions would have been 600 percent higher9. 
 
For more information contact Chaz Miller, cmiller@envasns.org or 202-364-3742. 
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*  TgCO2E refers to Teragrams of Carbon Dioxide Equivalent.  A teragram is 1012 grams. 
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