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Fanning the flames of the climate crisis

Original article by Cat Schofield. Adapted by Emma Davies.

Carbon emissions from incinerating waste plastic is having a bigger impact on the
climate emergency than previously thought

Converting plastic waste into energy results in more carbon dioxide emissions per
unit of power generated than burning fossil fuels, a study by researchers in South
Korea has found. Their findings show that using plastic waste to generate energy
should be a much bigger concern than it currently is in the context of the climate
emergency.

Some plastic waste is currently disposed of through energy-generating methods to
reduce the amount of plastic ending up in landfills. Pyrolysis is one example, where
plastic is converted into a gas or oil and then burned to produce steam, which is
then used to produce electricity through a turbine. Another is gasification, where
waste plastic is heated with air
or sfeam to produce a gas
mixture called syngas. This gas
is then burned to generate
electricity or used to produce
diesel and petrol.

In some countries, municipal
solid waste containing plastic is
classified as a renewable
energy source. There is,
however, a growing concern
that using waste plastic in this
way is contributing to the
climate emergency.
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Can we continue to ignore the carbon emissions
Determining the impact generated by incineration?

Now, Seong-kyun Im and colleagues, of Korea University, have modelled the
emissions from a range of different plastic waste-to-energy methods. They found that
carbon dioxide emissions from pyrolysis and gasification processes are higher than
those from current fossil fuel-based power systems, per unit of power generated. This
is a growing problem, they conclude, thanks to the volume of plastic waste
increasing unabated.

The scientists believe we should not ignore carbon dioxide emissions associated with
generating electricity from plastic waste. They believe that more effort is needed to
develop efficient and effective carbon separation, capture and storage
technologies to bolt onto plastic pyrolysis and gasification plants, to offset this
growing contributor to the climate emergency.

This is adapted from the article Burning plastic waste for energy at odds with carbon
nevutrality in Chemistry World. Read the full article: rsc.li/3XTbyb6
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