
Turning Trash into Electricity

By H olly M artin

Recently Ihad the opportunity to visita "W aste-to-Energy" facility,where Isaw first-
hand how trash isconverted to electricalpower,econom ically and pollution-free.

Thisparticularcounty'stonsofgarbagearecollectedatatransferstationandshippedto
theplantinlargerectangularcontainersonrailcars.Onitsjourney,thetrashpasses
throughradiationdetectors,topreventcontaminationfrom radioactivesourcesinmedical
equipmentorindustrialgauges.

Onceitarrivesattheplant,truckstransferthegarbagetoaholdingpit,dumpingitinto a
coveredpilethatreachesthreeorfourstorieshigh.From steelcross-beamsoverhead,two
10-footclawsslowlyopen,astheydescendonthestinking,graymass,dropping,closing,
andpullingupgiant"handfuls"ofrippedplasticbags.Risingtotheroof,theclawsslide
totheedgeofthefeedchute,openanddumptheircontentsintoaroaringfurnace.

Andthat'swhentherealfunbegins.Usingasophisticatedaircirculationandmoving
gratedesign,thetrashmovesdownthechuteandburns,heatingtheboilerwaterinto
steam.Thesteam pushesthegiantturbinesofagenerator,creatingelectricity.

Afterwards,thecooledsteam flowsthroughastate-of-the-artairpollutioncontrolsystem,
where99percentofthetoxicgases,suchassulfurdioxideandhydrogenchloride,are
trapped,andtinydustparticlesarefilteredout.

M eanwhile,largechunksofsolidscrapmetalthatdidn'tburngetrecycledandreclaimed
forotheruses.

Theonlythingleftisash,reducedtoabout10percentoftheoriginalvolumeoftrash.
Thisgrittygrayashgetshauledbyrailtoalinedlandfill,whereraincan'tleachdown
throughitandcontaminatethegroundwater.

AttheplantIvisited,thesystem createdplentyofelectricalpowerforitsownenergy
needs,withenoughlefttoexporttothecounty'selectricalgrid,makingaprofitforthe
privately-ownedfacility.

M yonlyquestionis:W hyisn'teverycountyineverystateineverycountrydoingthis?
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