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Great Lakes Basin Municipal Waste Management: 
Maximizing Energy and Environmental Opportunity 

 
With only 5% of the world’s population, the US consumes 25% of all the energy 
converted on the planet, is second only to China in the release of Greenhouse Gases 
(GHG’s), and it is generally accepted, entirely too dependent on foreign oil. 
 
With this in mind, perhaps the two most critical challenges presented by the 21st century 
are: 

 
1. Global warming, threatening virtually all coastal areas and potentially 

changing the entire planet’s weather patterns, and  
 

2. National energy security, driving foreign policy while consuming 
precious human resources and a growing proportion of our 
economic resources. 

 
Addressing these challenges in the most efficient and environmentally responsible 
manner requires constant analysis of current practices and adapting policies to take 
advantage of emerging technologies and/or new ideas. 
 
Combustion of Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) and Waste Water Treatment Plant (WWTP) 
sludge in efficient co-generation (aka Combined Heat and Power) District Heating plants 
is a proven technology that can produce long-term social and environmental benefit. 
 
The current practice is to collect and transport MSW and WWTP sludge by truck, bury it 
in regional landfills and rely rather thin, fragile liners to protect groundwater.  While 
decomposing, landfills generate methane, 21 times worse than CO2 as a GHG.  Many 
landfills have no method of methane collection, others use an energy-wasting methane 
flare, and at best may have a electrical generation system with an energy conversion 
efficiency often less than 35%. 
 
We propose studying the feasibility of collecting and consolidating Great Lakes Basin 
MSW and sludge, and transporting it through the use of highly efficient barges to 
facilitate economy of scale to centralized plants, where leveraging the best available 
technology, a 70% energy conversion efficiency can be obtained through the production 
of district heating and electricity. The overall benefits of such a project are massive: 
reduced waste management costs, reduced energy consumption, reclamation of land, 
reduction of future liability due to landfill failures, and many other current and future 
benefits. 
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