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About Zero Waste Scotland 

Zero Waste Scotland exists to create a society where resources are valued and nothing is 

wasted.  

We’re funded to support delivery of the Scottish Government’s circular economy strategy and the 

EU’s Europe 2020 growth strategy. Our goal is to help Scotland reap the environmental, economic 

and social benefits of making best use of the world’s limited natural resources. 

Our mission is to influence and enable change – from gathering evidence and informing policy, to 

motivating practical behaviour change in individuals and organisations through our programmes 

and brands. We also make direct interventions to affect change, commonly in the form of finance, 

business support, technical advice, training and competence development or communications 

support. 

Underpinning this is a commitment to partnership working. We work strategically with key partners, 

including SEPA, the Enterprise Agencies, Scottish Futures Trust, Skills Development Scotland and 

others to deliver our programme of work. 

Our funding comes from the Scottish Government and the European Regional Development Fund. 

Response 

Zero Waste Scotland is pleased to respond to the questions posed by the Environment, Climate 

Change and Land Reform Committee on the issue of Scotland’s waste.   

This document seeks to address each of the Committee’s questions in turn using the latest 

available data and Zero Waste Scotland’s unique expertise.  In addition to responding to the 

Committee’s questions on Scotland’s waste from a tonnage perspective, Zero Waste Scotland has 

included several comparative carbon impact analyses which aim to highlight for the Committee: 

1) The enormous opportunity to reduce Scotland’s climate change impacts via carbon-focussed 
waste and resource policies based on circular economy principles.  

2) The value of carbon-based waste policies as an alternative to conventional weight-based 
approaches 
 

For a more detailed discussion on the future of Scotland’s waste and resource sector, and the 

potential role of the circular economy in achieving Scotland’s climate change ambitions, please 

refer to the evidence Zero Waste Scotland provided to the Committee as part of its review of 

Scotland’s Climate Change Plan (Annex A). 

1) How much waste is generated in Scotland and how has this changed over the past 
decade? 

 Scotland is becoming less wasteful: Over the last decade, Scotland’s economy has 
grown by ~30% while waste generation has fallen by ~47%1 (see Figure 1). 

 Construction and Demolition (C&D) Waste accounted for 45% of Scottish waste over 
the last decade. Large fluctuations in C&D waste from year to year have a significant 
impact of total waste generated.    

                                                           
1
 Significant revision to SEPA’s waste data methodology occurred in 2011. This has reduced comparability with previous pre-2011 data since 

the changes were not able to be applied retroactively. 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/02/1761
http://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/COMPLET%20EN%20BARROSO%20%20%20007%20-%20Europe%202020%20-%20EN%20version.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Business-Industry/support/17404


 Waste reductions have slowed: Since 2011, annual waste generation has fluctuated 
between 12 and 10 million tonnes, with no discernible trend. In 2015, Scotland 
generated 11.6 million tonnes of waste, up 14% from 2014. 
 

 

Using data from Scotland’s ground-breaking Carbon Metric2, Figure 2 shows Scotland has 

steadily reduced the carbon impacts of its waste despite the fluctuations in tonnes of waste 

generated. This is largely due to greater landfill diversion and higher carbon savings from 

recycling carbon intensive materials (carbon recycling rate). 

 

2) What are the predicted future levels of waste 
It not possible to predict future levels of waste generation with any degree of certainty. 
Since 2011, annual waste generated in Scotland has fluctuated between 12 and 10 million 
tonnes with no discernible trend. To be compliant with the 2025 waste target, waste generation 
in 2025 must be ≤ 10.2Mt (see Figure 8.) 
 

                                                           
2
 2015 waste data was published in June 2017 and Carbon Metric analysis has not yet been completed. 
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Figure 1. Tonnes Waste Generated in Scotland (2005-2015) 
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12.0 

10.0 
11.3 10.2 

13.1 

11.0 
10.3 9.8 

14% 
17% 

19% 

21% 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

0.0

2.0

4.0

6.0

8.0

10.0

12.0

14.0

2011 2012 2013 2014

R
ec

yc
le

 R
at

e 

M
ill

io
n

 T
o

n
n

es
 

Axis Title 

Figure 2. Waste Tonnes vs. Carbon Impacts (2011-2014) 

Waste Generated Waste Carbon Impacts (CO2e) Carbon Recycle Rate



3) What are the primary sources of waste in Scotland? 
a) By Material Category 

Figure 3 compares the top 5 wastes materials according to carbon impacts and mass. 

 None of the top 5 materials by mass are among the top 5 most carbon intensive 
wastes.  

 The top 5 materials by carbon account for 90% of Scotland’s waste carbon impacts. 
o ‘Household and Similar waste’3 accounts for a declining majority of waste carbon 

impacts.  This is due to improved source separation and recycling.  

 The top 5 materials by mass account for 61% of Scotland’s total waste tonnage. 
 

 

b) Household (HH) vs. Non-Household (Non-HH) Waste Streams 
Figure 4 compares the mass and carbon contributions of HH and Non-HH waste. 

 Scottish households generate about 25% of Scotland’s waste by mass, but a growing 
portion of its waste carbon impacts. 

 Non-HH waste carbon impacts have been declining since 2011. 
 

 

                                                           
3
 ‘Household and Similar Waste’ is a waste category used by SEPA, not to be confused with ‘Household Waste’ 
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c) Industry of origin 
Figure 5 shows the relative waste contribution (tonnes) of Scotland’s major economic 
sectors. 
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Prevention 

Reuse 

Recycle 

Recover 

Landfill 

4) How is the waste hierarchy being applied in Scotland? 
 

Prevention 

 Scotland 
produces 47% less waste than it did a decade ago 

 2025 
Target – 15% reduction in waste below 2011 levels 

 Zero 
Waste Scotland Campaigns (e.g. Love Food, Hate 
Waste) 

Reuse 

 Approac
hing 100 Revolve certified stores 

 Avg. 
~29t/month reused via Reuse Line 

 3 
regional Reuse Hubs supporting sector collaboration 

Recycle 

 2025 
Target - 70% recycle rate for all waste 

 Require
ment for separate collection of dry recycling – 31 LAs 
with kerbside recycling services. 

 1.95 
million households (80%) across 30 LAs with access 
to separate food waste collection 

 25 LAs have signed Household Recycle Charter to 
support consistency and material quality 

Recover 

 Plastic and non-ferrous metals must be removed 
prior to incineration 

Landfill 

 2021 -  Ban on biodegradable waste to landfill 

 2025 Target – Max 5% landfill rate for all waste 

 Landfill 
Tax (currently £86.10/tonne for active waste) 

 

5) How is waste treated and disposed of? 
SEPA actively maintains a map of all waste management sites and their capacity in 
Scotland. It can be found here. Figure 7 shows a breakdown of how waste in Scotland is 
managed.  

 The majority of Scotland’s waste is recycled. 

 Over a third of Scotland’s waste is still sent to landfill 

 Incineration of waste remains the least common management method, treating just 6% 
of all waste managed in 2015.  The Incineration rate is expected to increase as more 
energy from waste plants come online, but is highly sensitive to fluctuations in C&D 
waste. 

Figure 6. 0The Waste Hierarchy 

https://www.sepa.org.uk/data-visualisation/waste-sites-and-capacity-tool/


 

 

6) What are the key policies, strategies and targets relating to waste?  
The Scottish Government has established a number of key waste targets.  These are 
discussed below with progress to date depicted in Figure 8. 
 

2020: 

 Min 60% recycle rate for Household Waste 
Household recycle rate has steadily increased since 2011 due to continued rollout and use 
of separate collection services over time4.  Despite these successes however, the current 
trajectory suggest the 60% household recycle target for 2020 will not be achieved without 
additional measures. 

2021: 

 Ban on all biodegradable municipal solid waste (Bio-MSW) to landfill 
During the Committee hearing on June 20th, 2017, the Committee specifically asked for 
detailed analysis on the issue of the 2021 Ban on Bio-MSW to landfill and the likelihood of a 
treatment capacity shortage.  Zero Waste Scotland and SEPA have worked in close 
collaboration to provide a detailed answer to this request. This is presented in the following 
section of this document. 

2025: 

 15% reduction below 2011 levels in tonnes waste generated, of which 
o 33% reduction below 2013 levels in per capita food waste tonnage 

Scotland has twice achieved its 15% waste reduction target (in 2012 and 2014) though it 

has not been maintained consistently, in large part due to fluctuations in C&D waste. ZERO 

WASTE SCOTLAND worked closely with Scottish Government and SEPA to establish the 

2013 baseline for the food waste target, which is a subset of the 15% waste reduction 

target. This baseline may be revised as evidence improves in future.  

 Max 5% of waste to landfill 
Scotland’s landfill rate is steadily declining thanks to improved source separation, 
behavioural change and increasing alternative treatment capacity.  That said, significant 
and sustained annual reductions to the landfill rate will be required to achieve the 2025 
target.  

 Min 70% recycle rate for all waste 

                                                           
4
 2011-15 recycle rate is presented using SEPA’s ‘old method’ for comparability.  New method applies to 2014-15 data only.  

Under new method, recycle rate is slightly lower. 
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Scotland’s recycling rate has risen since 2011, in large part due to the roll-out of separate 
waste collection services and continued behavioural change on the part of businesses and 
households.  Reaching the 70% recycle target by 2025 however, will very likely require 
additional measures. 

 

 

The 2021 Landfill Ban and the likelihood of a waste infrastructure shortage 

The Scottish Government has committed to banning all biodegradable municipal solid waste 

(MSW) waste from landfill starting in 20215. With less than four years until the ban comes into 

effect, SEPA and ZERO WASTE SCOTLAND have concluded that a 0.4 to 1.2 million tonne 

shortage in non-landfill residual treatment capacity is very likely, meaning Scotland will 

need to export this waste to elsewhere in the UK or EU member states for treatment in 

order to comply with the ban. 

The Landfill Ban affects all MSW 

Technical limitations means it is not possible to significantly separate MSW into biodegradable and 
non-biodegradable portions.  So long as biodegradable material remains within the residual MSW 
stream, the 2021 Landfill Ban effectively applies to all residual MSW. Figure 1. shows MSW 
sent to landfill over the last decade.  This must reach zero by 2021 to comply with the landfill ban. 
 

 

Historical trends cannot predict the future 

Although MSW to landfill has declined over time, there is no causal relationship between 
time and waste generation or treatment.  Instead, SEPA and Zero Waste Scotland have as a 

                                                           
5
 Waste (Scotland) Regulations 2012 
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Figure 8. Progress Towards Waste Targets 
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Figure 1. MSW to Landfill 2010-2015 



starting point, assumed that MSW generated in 2021 requiring treatment will be within a +/- 10% 
range of 2015 landfilled MSW levels.  It is important to note that while a result within this range is 
seen as most likely, it does not represent all possible outcomes; major unforeseen changes 
(economic, technological, policy etc.) could have a significant impact on future waste generation. 

Result 

Based on the analysis described above and contained in Table 1, it is very likely that in 2021 

Scotland will face a shortage of non-landfill residual treatment capacity ranging from 0.4 to 

1.2 million tonnes.  If this proves the case, Scotland will need to export this waste to elsewhere in 

the UK or EU member states for treatment in order to comply with the ban.  

Table 1. 2021 Estimate 

 

Low (-
10%) 

High 
(+10%) 

A) Tonnes MSW requiring treatment (+/- 10% Landfilled MSW in 2015) 
       

1,724,737 
       

2,108,011  

% that is Residual MSW (e.g. excludes street sweepings) 87.6% 87.6% 

Tonnes residual MSW 
       

1,510,869  
       

1,846,618  

% of Residual MSW readily recyclable (plus textiles donations) 62% 62% 

Tonnes of Residual MSW readily recyclable (plus textiles donations) 
           

936,739  
       

1,144,903  

Share of readily recyclable MSW removed via improved source 
separation 50% 10% 

B) Tonnes residual MSW prevented via improved source separation 
           

468,369  
          

114,490  

C) Existing excess incineration capacity 
             

17,000  
            

17,000  

D) Expected additional incineration capacity by 2021 (100% utilisation) 
           

795,000  
          

795,000  

E) Remaining MSW requiring non-landfill treatment i.e. treatment 
deficit (E = A-B-C-D) 

           
444,367  

       
1,181,521  

It is important to note that: 

 Improved recycling of dry recyclates and food waste can significantly reduce residual MSW 
using infrastructure and collection systems already in place. 

 There is currently 131kt of existing MSW incineration capacity in Scotland (including excess 
capacity). An additional 795kt of capacity is expected to come online by 2021 – just over a 
6 fold increase. 

North Sea Decommissioning 

Background: 

North Sea oil and gas (O&G) decommissioning represents a unique challenge and economic 

opportunity for Scotland. From 2016-2040, close to 7,800 oil and gas wells are expected to be 

plugged and retired, and 398 platform structures removed (289 from the UK continental shelf). The 

cost of decommissioning is estimated at >£50 billion, at least half of which is slated to come from 

public funds, and could involve the on-shoring of some 5.4 million tonnes of material6. However, 

there remains much uncertainty about the future of North Sea decommissioning, the opportunities 

for Scotland and the wider UK, the quantity, quality and utility of materials, and the ultimate cost to 

the public purse.   

                                                           
6
 Douglas Westwood (2017). 

http://www.douglas-westwood.com/report/oil-and-gas/western-europe-decommissioning-market-forecast-2017-2040/


Will O&G decommissioning in Scotland impact Scottish waste targets? 

Scotland’s 15% waste reduction target 

Between 2016 and 2025, 153 decommissioning projects (95 platforms) are expected at a cost of 

£17.6 billion. At this point, it is unclear where the resulting 0.9 million tonnes of decommissioned 

material will be brought to shore, with competing ports in Scotland, England and Norway7 

however, even if 100% of that material was brought to Scotland, this would amount to less than a 

1% increase in annual Scottish waste generated (based on 2015 figures).  As a result, 

decommissioning is unlikely to threaten Scotland’s 15% waste reduction target in 2025. 

Scotland’s 5% landfill and 70% recycle targets 

At present, North Sea Decommissioning activity achieves average recycling rates above 95%, 

thanks largely to the high steel composition of retired assets, with the remaining material reused 

(3%) or sent to incineration or landfill (2%). This high recycle rate will support Scotland’s 

waste management targets.  

What are the economic implications of North Sea Decommissioning for Scotland?  

North Sea decommissioning will create a large number of jobs over the next several decades, 

though how many and where will depend on the location and nature of decommissioning activity, 

issues which remain highly uncertain.  Without steel recycling infrastructure in Scotland, the 

majority of Scottish decommissioning positions will likely involve dismantling assets into smaller 

parts which will be shipped for recycling abroad. If Scotland were to develop its own steel recycling 

capacity, decommissioned steel could be recycled domestically, creating additional jobs and 

contributing to a more circular Scottish economy. Zero Waste Scotland has analysed the potential 

economic and emission impacts of building an electric arc furnace (EAF) in Scotland and is 

currently investigating the potential to power it using excess renewable capacity which is currently 

being paid not to generate electricity during certain periods of the year.  Zero Waste Scotland is 

also working with industry stakeholders to determine whether a full cost benefit analysis could be 

conducted to determine whether the investment in an EAF is justified.  

Beyond recycling, reuse, refurbishment and remanufacturing of North Sea infrastructure offers 

significant economic potential for Scotland, and is in line with its circular economy ambitions8.  

Here the limitation is not infrastructure so much as the identification of viable end markets. Zero 

Waste Scotland has already demonstrated economically viable reuse options for key infrastructure 

assets (e.g. deep sea concrete mattresses reused as warehouse flooring9), and continues to work 

with stakeholders in this area. By moving oil and gas materials up the waste hierarchy, Zero 

Waste Scotland aims to maximise the long-term job and economic benefits of decommissioning 

for Scotland. 

Do Scottish ports have the capacity to handle single-lift decommissioning vessels? 

Existing port capacity in Scotland for decommissioning has been previously addressed in two 

separate studies10. These concluded that Lerwick possesses the only deep water port in Scotland 

capable of accommodating a single-lift vessel.  This is predominantly a matter of geographical 

constraints rather than a lack of investment however, we are aware of ongoing work between 

Scottish Enterprise and other Scottish ports to develop capacity for receiving materials transferred 

from a single-lift vessel to lower draught barges.  

                                                           
7
 Oil & Gas UK (2016). 

8
 Green Alliance (2015) 

9
 ZERO WASTE SCOTLAND and North Sea Decom (2015). 

10
 CRF Consultants (2016); DNV-GL (2013). 

https://cld.bz/bookdata/jb05Hxr/basic-html/page-1.html
http://www.green-alliance.org.uk/resources/Circular%20economy%20Scotland.pdf
http://decomnorthsea.com/uploads/pdfs/projects/DNS-Mattress-Solutions_JEE-Report_June-2015.pdf
http://www.gmbscotland.org.uk/assets/media/documents/pressreleases/GMB-SCOTLAND-REPORT-Status-capacity-and-capability-North-Sea-Decommissioning-Facilities-final-web-GMB-cover.pdf
http://oilandgasuk.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/62.pdf


Appendix A: Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

A Comment on the Role of the Circular Economy 

The circular economy (CE) is an economic and environmental strategy to change the way 

we produce and use resources in Scotland.  In the 20th century, global business moved to 

where labour costs were lowest. In the 21st century, Climate Change concerns suggest that 

businesses increasingly may move to where carbon impacts are lowest. Scotland, with its low 

carbon electricity grid, highly-skilled workforce, and world-leading circular economy expertise, is 

extremely well-placed to capitalise on this transformation. The circular economy approach offers a 

framework to develop our economy in a way which reduces resource use and environmental 

impact without compromising opportunities for economic growth. 

Scotland leads the world in making the circular economy an economic reality. Over the last 

decade, successive Scottish policies and actions, most recently manifest through the Making 

Things Last strategy, have helped to elevate the circular economy from a fringe concept, to an 

increasingly recognised tool for sustaining economic growth whilst reducing environmental impacts 

including climate change. 

Zero Waste Scotland is very pleased to see the circular economy featured in Scotland’s 

Climate Change Plan (CCP).  We believe this demonstrates to the world our commitment to a 

more circular economy. The Plan takes an important first step in quantifying the CE’s contribution 

to a low carbon future, from reducing waste to minimising resource use through extending product 

lifetimes and increased reuse of materials.  By keeping products and materials in circulation for as 

long as possible, with as high a value possible, the CE is generating new employment 

opportunities in Scotland.  For example, whereas landfilling creates 1 job per 10,000 tonnes on 

average, recycling and reprocessing the same amount creates 10 new jobs11 on average.  

Remanufacturing, another circular economy activity, is already a major employer in Scotland, with 

high growth potential12.   

Using Zero Waste Scotland’s ground-breaking Carbon Metric, we’ve shown how even modest 

increases in recycling rates and more importantly, waste prevention, can generate significant 

emissions savings throughout the economy, proving that  the circular economy is about more than 

just sustainable waste management – it is about decoupling economic growth from environmental 

impacts. Zero Waste Scotland’s Carbon Impacts of the Circular Economy report (2015) estimated 

that a more circular Scottish economy in 2050 could reduce Scotland’s territorial emissions by 

11MtCO2e (vs Business as Usual), a saving five times greater than all waste sector emissions 

reported in 2014.  Based on this research, we believe Scottish Government’s existing CE 

policies will create significant emissions savings benefits for all sectors of the Scottish 

Economy: 

Longer-lasting products, combined with CE business models that encourage leasing, 

reuse, repair and remanufacturing will help reduce resource and energy demands in 

Scotland’s Industrial Sector. Meanwhile these same measures, combined with 

growing domestic recycling capacity, will enable Scotland to reduce its reliance on 

imports and waste exports, resulting in lower freight transport demand and 

associated emissions throughout the Transportation Sector.  In the Waste Sector, 

an increasing amount of organic waste will be treated via compost and anaerobic 

digestion (AD) over the next decade.  This will not only reduce landfill emissions and 

result in net job growth, both in rural and urban Scotland, but will also provide a 

growing supply of domestically produced soil enhancing products. These can be 

used in the Agricultural Sector, reducing demand for peat-based and fossil fuel 

                                                           
11

 Zero Waste Scotland calculation October 2015. 
12

 Remanufacturing Study (2015). 

http://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/RemanufacturingReport


fertilisers and supporting peatland restoration both in Scotland and abroad13.  At 

the same time, the renewable heat produced through composting and AD processes 

can be used in the non-domestic and domestic building sectors, while biogas 

produced by the latter can by deployed in the Electricity Sector and as vehicle 

fuel.  Finally, as Scotland’s building and energy generation infrastructure is retired 

and improved, a strong circular economy will ensure Scotland is positioned to 

reprocess these materials domestically, thereby retaining maximum economic value 

and jobs benefits.   

The above highlights the holistic economic and environmental benefits Zero Waste Scotland 

believes Scottish Government’s existing CE policies can contribute to a sustainable and 

prosperous Scotland in the coming years.  The global carbon impacts of these and other CE 

policies are in fact, much greater.  Zero Waste Scotland has previously estimated that when the 

global impacts are considered, the emissions savings of a more circular Scottish economy could 

be more than five times greater than when strictly considering territorial Scottish emissions. In 

order to reduce global carbon emissions, it is critical that energy intensive production processes 

move to those regions with the lowest carbon energy supply.  Scotland is one of those places, and 

a consumption based carbon accounting perspective will ensure these beneficial global impacts 

are recognised, even where reindustrialisation could result in increased territorial Scottish 

emissions. 

 

Zero Waste Scotland Comments on Waste Sector in Climate Change Plan (CCP): 

Waste Policies outlines in CCP:  

NOTE: Policies 1-5 are grouped together within the Plan; Policy 6 stands alone. 

Regulations 

1. Ban on biodegradable Municipal Solid Waste  (MSW) to landfill starting in 2021 

Targets 

2. ≥ 70% recycle rate by 2025 

3. ≤ 5% landfill rate by 2025 

4. 15% waste reduction below 2011 levels by 2025 

5. 33% per capita food waste reduction below 2013 levels by 2025 

Action 

6. Install landfill gas capture infrastructure on 12 retired sites 

Progress to Date 

Scotland’s waste sector emissions are a major success story. 

Waste emissions in Scotland have fallen 77.3% from 1990 levels, the largest percentage reduction 

of any sector.  This is a significant accomplishment, and one Zero Waste Scotland is proud to 

have played a part in.  As a result of our work with Local Authorities, today 1.95 million Scottish 

households (80% of total households) have access to a food waste collection service, up from 

300,000 in 2010.  The Household Recycling Charter, which was agreed by the Scottish 

Government and COSLA, will introduce more consistent local collections, making it easier for 

people to recycle and hence improving quantity and quality of recycling.  In addition to our 

recycling work, Zero Waste Scotland has worked closely with SEPA to invest in landfill gas 

management to  convert methane to carbon dioxide; reducing the climate change impact of landfill 

gas released to the atmosphere.  

                                                           
13

 Most peat-based soil products consumed in Scotland originate abroad 



Appropriateness of Climate Change Plan (CCP) 

Despite the great successes outlined above, Zero Waste Scotland believes Waste Sector 

emissions remain a critical ‘low-hanging fruit’ where focussed actions can produce significant 

emissions savings both within the sector, and beyond. Zero Waste Scotland therefore welcomes 

the ambitious strategy for the sector laid out in the Climate Change Plan and is pleased with the 

significant emissions reduction projected for the Waste Sector over the CCP period.  We are 

confident that if achieved, the current waste policies and regulatory mechanisms described in the 

Climate Change Plan will deliver the projected emissions savings.  Given the short timeline for 

achieving these targets however, and the significant distant still left to close (see Table 1), we 

believe sustaining impetus behind key policy drivers, such as those in the Making Things Last 

strategy, will be required to ensure success.   

Table 2. Trends in Waste Management 

 
Recycle Rate (70% target by 2025) Landfill Rate (5% target by 2025) 

Organic 
Tonnes to 
Landfill 

2011 53% 44% 940,820 

2012 51% 46% 803,205 

2013 59% 38% 744,540 

2014 55% 40% 724,563 

 

Behavioural Change 

Zero Waste Scotland sees behavioural change, particularly among Scottish Households, as a 

significant challenge to achieving the waste targets set out in the CCP. In particular, achieving the 

70% recycle, 5% landfill, and 33% food waste reduction targets, will depend on major behavioural 

change on the part of consumers.  Already, we have seen a 6% reduction in household food waste 

in Scotland, a significant achievement generating cost and emissions savings for consumers, but 

there remains a lot of work to be done, both with businesses and Scottish households. Investment 

in services and the regulatory framework have laid the groundwork for future success via the 

Making Things Last strategy, however Zero Waste Scotland remains open to new innovations and 

approaches, following best practice in Europe and elsewhere.  

Waste Incineration 

Zero Waste Scotland is very pleased that waste incineration has been constrained within the 

TIMES modelling for the CCP, reflecting that incineration is not a “circular” process.  It is important 

to point out however, that the demand for the incineration of waste is driven by legislation, 

regulation and market conditions. The landfill tax has proved very successful but has created a 

market for expanded waste incineration by raising the cost of landfill, the primary competitor for 

residual waste. The landfill ban on biodegradable municipal solid waste may also impact on the 

market for incineration.  It will be important to monitor recycling activities closely to ensure 

recyclable materials are separated prior to incineration or landfilling, as required by the Waste 

(Scotland) Regulations, and that there are appropriate markets for the materials extracted. 

Additionally, it is important to note the impact of waste incineration on the Scottish Government’s 

grid decarbonisation objectives.  The carbon factor for Waste incineration is estimated at upwards 

of 300gCO2e/kWh14 and while this is below the UK electricity grid factor (412gCO2e/kWh in 2015), 

it is already above the Scottish one (229gCO2e/kWh in 201315). Thus waste incineration is already 

a carbon outlier in the Scottish electricity systems, and even using the UK grid factor, the 
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perceived carbon benefits are temporary. Moreover, waste incineration has high opportunity costs 

which are often not considered; recycling high calorific materials (e.g. plastics) saves more energy 

upstream than waste incineration generates by burning them, a point recently made by the EU 

Commission, ‘It is waste prevention and recycling that deliver the highest contribution in terms of 

energy savings and reductions in GHGs emissions.’16 

 

Additional Recommendations  

Landfill gas generation rates will fall steeply in the coming years as a result of the actions already 

taken and the forthcoming ban on biodegradable MSW to landfill. Paradoxically however, this 

could result in an increase in landfill gas emissions to the atmosphere once gas production falls 

below the threshold required by conventional flaring technology. Additional mitigation technology is 

available, but is expensive and subject to shorter viable operational periods which further increase 

overall costs. To combat some of these challenges, Zero Waste Scotland recommends exploring 

opportunities for an infrastructure leasing or sharing model to encourage the ongoing application 

of abatement technologies that will ensure we continue to capture emissions from landfill.   
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