
   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
BY EMAIL 
 
April 26, 2022 
 
The Honorable Cynthia Coyne, 
Chairperson, Senate Committee on Judiciary 
Rhode Island State House  
Providence, RI 02903 
 

RE: CLF Opposes Senate Bill 2788, An Act Relating to Health and Safety—Refuse 
Disposal 

 
Dear Chair Coyne: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony regarding Senate Bill 2788, An Act Relating 
to Health and Safety—Refuse Disposal.  Conservation Law Foundation (CLF) opposes this bill. 
CLF is a member-supported nonprofit organization working to conserve natural resources, 
protect public health, and build healthy communities in Rhode Island and throughout New 
England.  Through its Zero Waste Project, CLF aims to improve waste diversion and recycling 
programs and protect communities and our environment from plastics pollution and pollution 
from waste incineration and other high-heat waste processing. 
Senate Bill 2788 would exempt post-consumer plastics from the definition of “solid waste” if 
those plastics are used as feedstock in high-heat waste technologies like gasification, pyrolysis, 
or so-called “advanced recycling.”  The bill would also exempt gasification, pyrolysis, and so-
called “advanced recycling” facilities from laws and regulations that apply to solid waste and 
recycling facilities, including reporting requirements and municipal oversight.  The practical 
effect of this bill, which the petrochemical industry has pushed in similar form across the 
country,1 would be to bring high-heat plastics burning facilities to Rhode Island while exempting 
these facilities from permitting, siting, and oversight restrictions that apply to solid waste 
facilities. 
High-heat plastics incineration technologies result in significant toxic and climate-damaging 
emissions and environmental injustices.  Gasification, pyrolysis, so-called “chemical recycling” 
and “advanced recycling,” and other high-heat plastics technologies generally use a two-step 
process:  first, plastic is heated in a limited-oxygen environment to generate synthetic fuels and 

 
1 See Kevin Budris, CLF, Big Corporations Are Lobbying to Burn Plastic, But We’re Pushing 
Back (Jun. 11, 2021), https://www.clf.org/blog/corporations-lobby-to-burn-plastic/. 
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byproducts; second, those fuels—and the byproducts—are then burned, generating the same 
toxic and climate-damaging pollutants as single-stage incineration.2   
Industry proponents—including the American Chemistry Council—will often claim that these 
technologies “convert” plastics into monomers that can then be refined into new plastics, thereby 
“recycling” plastic waste.  These claims are misleading at best: every operational “advanced 
recycling” facility burns plastic-derived fuels and byproducts or sends those fuels and byproducts 
to be burned elsewhere.3   
Earlier this month, a company named Brightmark abandoned plans to build the largest “advanced 
recycling” facility in the world in Macon, Georgia because it could not demonstrate that its 
Indiana facility actually generated any recycled plastic.4  It is easy to understand why Brightmark 
failed: these facilities don’t generate recycled plastic, they generate plastic-derived fuel, 
contaminated chemical feedstocks, and/or waste byproducts.  Proponents will often also hold up 
Agilyx in Tigard, Oregon as an “advanced recycling” success story, but that facility primarily 
generates toxic byproducts and styrene.5  Agilyx does not recycle those outputs into new plastics; 
instead, it ships them across the country to be burned.6 
Burning plastic using gasification, pyrolysis, or so-called “advanced recycling” emits just as 
much carbon dioxide as if the plastic had been burned in a single-stage incinerator.7  The gaseous 
and solid outputs from these technologies contain heavy metals like lead and mercury, and other 
toxics.8  These toxics include polychlorinated dibenzodioxins (“dioxins”),9 a toxic group of 
carcinogens that commonly result from plastics incineration,10 as well as polychlorinated furans 

 
2 See Neil Tangri & Monica Wilson, Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives, Waste 
Gasification & Pyrolysis: High Risk, Low Yield Processes for Waste Management 9 (2017), 
https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/Waste-Gasification-and-Pyrolysis-high-risk-low-
yield-processes-march-2017.pdf. 
3 See Denise Patel, Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives, All Talk and No Recycling: An 
Investigation of the U.S. “Chemical Recycling” Industry 3 (2020), https://www.no-burn.org/wp-
content/uploads/All-Talk-and-No-Recycling_July-28.pdf. 
4 Liz Fabian, Macon-Bibb Industrial Authority Ends Talks on Plastic Recycling Plant, Georgia 
Public Broadcasting (April 11, 2022) https://www.gpb.org/news/2022/04/11/macon-bibb-
industrial-authority-ends-talks-on-plastics-recycling-plant.  
5 Veena Singla, NRDC, Recycling Lies: Chemical Recycling of Plastic is Just Greenwashing 
Incineration (Feb. 2022) https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/chemical-recycling-
greenwashing-incineration-ib.pdf.  
6 Id. 
7 Andrew Rollinson, Why Pyrolysis and ‘Plastic to Fuels’ Is Not a Solution to the Plastics 
Problem (Dec. 4, 2018), https://www.lowimpact.org/pyrolysis-not-solution-plastics-problem/.  
8 David Azouly, Plastic & Health: The Hidden Costs of a Plastic Planet, 47 (2019), 
https://www.ciel.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Plastic-and-Health-The-Hidden-Costs-of-a-
Plastic-Planet-February-2019.pdf. 
9 Rollinson, supra note 7. 
10 EPA, Learn About Dioxin, https://www.epa.gov/dioxin/ learn-about-dioxin.  
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(“furans”), polychlorinated biphenyls (“PCBs”), hydrogen cyanide, carbon monoxide, nitrogen 
oxides, and sulfur dioxides.11   
High-heat technologies like so-called “advanced recycling” do not promote “circularity”—
creating plastic, then burning it, is a linear process.12  Heating post-consumer plastic to generate 
plastic-derived fuel, waste byproducts, and plastic monomers requires a significant amount of 
external energy, which is almost always supplied by burning fossil fuels.13  High-heat 
technologies generally use between 5 and 87 times as much energy as can be obtained from 
burning the fuels created in the process.14  That energy deficit is a primary reason why so many 
attempts at plastics gasification and pyrolysis have ended in failure.15 
These high-heat technologies create a one-two punch of toxics that produce ongoing, significant 
harms to nearby residents, who are disproportionately people of color, limited English 
proficiency, or low-income.  In the last several years alone, dozens of gasification, pyrolysis, and 
so-called “advanced recycling” facilities have been constructed or proposed throughout the U.S.  
This rapid expansion accompanies lobbying efforts by the plastics and petrochemical industries 
to pass legislation like Senate Bill 2788 that makes it easier to burn plastic using gasification and 
pyrolysis.16  As of the beginning of this month, 18 states have now been misled into passing 
these deregulatory laws. 
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency recently published a list of forty gasification and 
pyrolysis facilities that are currently operating or near operational.17  Almost half of these 
facilities are in states that have passed deregulatory laws, and many are in or near communities 
of color, low-income communities, or communities of limited English proficiency.  By design, 
the plastics-burning industry is expanding most rapidly where there is little oversight or 
accountability and where historically marginalized and overburdened communities are at highest 
risk. 
Senate Bill 2788 would bring this frightening and damaging trend to Rhode Island.  This is 
particularly concerning in light of the recent debate over the proposed MedRecycler facility in 
West Warwick, which would have burned medical waste using a pyrolysis process similar to that 
of many “advanced recycling” facilities.  Following an extensive public permitting process 

 
11 See Andrew Rollinson & Jumoke Oladejo, Chemical Recycling: Status, Sustainability, and 
Environmental Impacts 23–27 (2020), https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/CR-
Technical-Assessment_June-2020.pdf; Tangri & Wilson, supra note 2, at 9; Natalia Kaminska-
Pietrzak & Adam Smolinski, Selected Environmental Aspects of Gasification and Co-
Gasification of Various Types of Waste, 12 Journal of Sustainable Mining 6, 7–11 (2013), 
available at https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S230039601530063X.  
12 See Kevin Budris, CLF, Polluters Latest Greenwashing Scam? Pretending Plastics Are Part of 
the “Circular Economy” (Jan. 6, 2022), https://www.clf.org/blog/polluters-pretend-plastics-are-
part-of-the-circular-economy/.  
13 Patel, supra note 3, at 10. 
14 Rollinson, supra note 7. 
15 See Tangri & Wilson, supra note 2, at 7, 11–13.  
16 See Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives, State Legislation Alert (July 28, 2020), 
https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/US-ACC-State-Legislation-Alert_updated-July-
2020.pdf. 
17 86 Fed. Reg. 50296, 50302 (Sept. 8, 2021). 
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during which hundreds of community members, local elected officials, and advocates voiced 
opposition to the proposed facility,18 Rhode Island DEM denied MedRecycler’s solid waste 
facility permit application.19  DEM cited “community impacts and concerns,” “inconsistencies 
and deficiencies” in MedRecycler’s application, and the recently enacted High Heat Medical 
Waste Facility Act as reasons for denying the permit application.20 
The MedRecycler permit denial illustrates the risk to communities posed by increasingly 
frequent attempts to build and operate poorly thought-out pyrolysis or other “advanced 
recycling” facilities.  These technologies remain risky and unproven at commercial scale.21  
Rhode Island needs a public permitting process and robust oversight for solid waste facilities, 
especially “advanced recycling” facilities that burn plastics at high temperatures.   

If Senate Bill 2788 were to become law, and a company were to attempt to construct and operate 
a facility that burned plastics using technology similar to that proposed by MedRecycler, there 
would be no public permitting process.  Rhode Islanders would have no say over a dangerous 
waste-burning proposal, and the next MedRecycler could become operational with little to no 
transparency or oversight. 

Senate Bill 2788 would have potentially dire impacts on the environment, our climate, and the 
communities forced to live near so-called “advanced recycling” facilities.  
For the above stated reasons, CLF opposes Senate Bill 2788.  Thank you for the opportunity to 
submit this testimony. 
 
Sincerely, 

 

 

Kevin Budris 
Senior Attorney, CLF Zero Waste Project 
 
 

 
18 See, e.g., Alex Kuffner, Medical Waste-To-Energy Proposal Faces Opposition in W. Warwick, 
E. Greenwich, Providence Journal (Feb. 19, 2021), https://www.providencejournal.com/story/ 
news/local/2021/02/19/medical-waste-energy-project-west-warwick-faces-opposition/ 
6779716002/;  Edward Fitzpatrick, R.I. Attorney General Calls for Pause In Review of Medical 
Waste-To-Energy Proposal, Boston Globe (Apr. 15, 2021), https://www.bostonglobe.com/2021 
/04/15/metro/ri-attorney-general-calls-pause-review-medical-waste-to-energy-proposal/; Edward 
Fitzpatrick, Rhode Island Rejects Permit for Medical Waste-To-Energy Plant, Boston Globe 
(July 13, 2021), https://www.bostonglobe.com/2021/07/13/metro/rhode-island-rejects-license-
medical-waste-facility/.  
19 See RI DEM, Permit Decision – Denial (July 13, 2021), 
http://dem.ri.gov/programs/benviron/waste/medrecycler/medrecycle-denial-071321.pdf.  
20 Id. 
21 See Rollinson & Oladejo, supra note 11, at 17–22. 


