
Waste-to-Energy’s Role 
in the Road to a Zero Waste Society





Question 1

Do you think we can reach a zero-waste 
society in Minnesota?



ABOUT US

To safely operate resource recovery facilities using state-of-the art technology-based 
solutions that are part of integrated solid waste programs that protect the environment, 
people, and economy.  

Mission Statement

To promote a zero-waste society that advocates for reducing waste, sustainably reusing 
resources and less landfill use.  

Vision

To manage our waste today to preserve our natural environment tomorrow.
Purpose



Playing 
our role in 
the waste 
management 
hierarchy 
until we 
reach zero 
waste 



INTEGRATED WASTE MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

• Waste management hierarchy is 
defined by state law

• Share responsibility -
government, waste management 
industry, residents, businesses, 
manufacturers of products, 
retailers and environmental 
groups

• Essential component of a 
sustainable community 

• Designed to protect public and 
environmental health, support a 
vibrant economy and wise use of 
resources.

Waste prevention and reuse

Recycle

Compost

Waste-to-energy

Landfill

Don’t create waste in the first place

Turn the material into a new product

Recycle organic material into compost

Burn waste to produce electricity
and steam to power our homes

Bury waste



WASTE HEIRARCHY (Tons/year)

Reduce & Reuse

Recycling

Composting

Energy 
Recovery

Landfill

?

1,818,997

719,733

1,035,288

2,199,211
MN 2020 SCORE Report



WHAT IS ZERO WASTE

A system where all 
materials are designed to 
become resources for 
others to use, with a key 
performance measure of 
diverting 90% or more of 
all discarded materials 
from landfills and 
incinerators.



ZER0 WASTE FOCUSED ON DIVERSION

• Zero Waste Commitment to:
• Cultural change
• Challenging existing wasting practices
• Continual improvement 
• Familiarity with their waste

• Planning for 100% Diversion
• Initiate zero waste discussion 
• Evaluate details of operations 
• Develop zero waste plan 
• Implement Zero Waste Plan



ZER0 WASTE WORK IN PROGRESS

• Supporting product stewardship programs – MRRA 
& Facilities 

• Develop an operational plan to map Hennepin 
County to a zero-waste future – Hennepin County 

• Implement county-wide food scrap collection 
programs – Ramsey & Washington Counties

• Removing recyclables from trash at facilities – All 
MRRA Facilities 



Question 2

When do you think we will reach a zero-
waste society?



MEET OUR PANEL

STEVE VRCHOTA, 
DIRECTOR

Pope Douglas Solid 
Waste Management

CHRIS McCONN, 
PE

Prairie Lakes Municipal 
Solid Waste Authority
(Becker, Clay, Otter Tail, 

Todd & Wadena Counties)



POPE/
DOUGLAS 
SOLID 
WASTE

Alexandria, MN 



POPE/DOUGLAS SOLID WASTE MGMT

• Provides recycling services 
and Household Hazardous 
Waste (HHW) collection to 
Pope and Douglas Counties

• Processes garbage from 7 
counties in Greater Minnesota



MAKING  PROGRESS 

The facility has grown substantially to meet state mandated 
programs and increase the landfill diversion rate since its original 

operation in 1987.

1987
Original 
Wast4e 

To Energy
Facility

1993
Household
Hazardous 

Waste

1997
Recycling 
Drop Off
Center

2003
Material 

Processing 
Facility

2010
Waste to 
Energy
Facility 

Expansion
(Add 3rd

Combustor)

2017
Organics 
Recycling
Programs

2020
Ash

Process
ing 

Facility

2022
Regional 
Compost
Facility

Growth Timeline



WHAT COMES IN

The counties that deliver waste 
to the Pope/Douglas facility 
have robust curbside recycling 
and high recycling rates. 
Pope/Douglas has a recycling 
rate of 43%.

The plant still receives over 
80,000 tons of waste.

HOWEVER…



ABOUT  THAT WASTE

This “Second Chance” 
recycling adds 
significantly to the total 
tons recycled by the 
counties and reduces 
maintenance at the 
WTE facility. The Material Recovery Facility 

recovers 3% of the waste as 
recyclable material and a plant 
upgrade being finalized will increase 
that rate to over 7%.  This is currently 
23% of the total residential recycling.



ORGANICS

Organic material is 
often high in water 
content and does not 
combust very well.

In 2017, Pope/Douglas piloted an 
organics collection and composting 
operation to keep this material out of the 
WTE facility and landfill.  Approximately 
644 tons are currently diverted annually. 

This diverts organic material 
to a higher use in the hierarchy 

and makes a better fuel.



ORGANICS In 2022, Pope/Douglas is opening a 
regional compost facility to process 
source separated organics from partner 
counties.  The site has capacity to 
expand to process 15,000 tons per year.



STEAM

That’s enough energy 
to power 1,500 homes!

Steam is the most 
efficient product to 
produce, but the 
plant can generate 
over 1.5 MW of 
electricity during low 
steam usage.

The Waste-to-Energy (WTE) Facility supplies clean renewable 
steam for use by 3M, Alomere Hospital and Alexandria Tech and 
Community College



WASTE  PRODUCTS

• As a final recycling step, the ash at 
the landfill is processed to pull out 
metals that could not be easily 
separated on the front end.

• The metals are typically a part of a 
complicated package or assembly 
that are only economical to recover 
after combustion.

• This recovers another 2.5% of 
recyclable material from the waste.



Perham, MN 



PRAIRIE LAKE



PRAIRIE LAKES MUNICIPAL SOLID WASTE

• Resource Recovery Facility – removes 
recyclable materials, then incinerates 
residential, commercial, and industrial solid 
waste to produce steam.

• Mass Burn combustion
• History – Started operations in 1986
• Front End MRF for fuel cleaning & recycling
• Equipment Specifications:

o Two combustion units
o One Auxiliary Natural Gas Boiler
o Processes approximately 150 tons/day 

(55,000 tons per year)



• Each Member County independently 
manages its own solid waste program.

• Total tonnage combined for the 5 
Counties is ~227,000 tons/year.

• Member Counties want next regional 
project located in their County.

MANAGING SOLID WASTE



• 39% Owner of PLMSWA
• Provides Management Services for PLMSWA
• County Population is ~58,000
• Over 1,000 lakes and 7 Rivers in Otter Tail County

Recycling
24%

Organics 
Recycling

22%

Waste-to-Energy
31%

Landfill
23%

OTTER TAIL COUNTY 2020 ACTUAL

Recycling
32%

Organics 
Recycling

12%
Waste-to-

Energy
18%

Landfill
38%

MINNESOTA 2020 ACTUAL



2020 COUNTY LONG RANGE STRATEGIC PLAN
Five of Six Plan Elements:
o Resilience – Safe, Healthy and Livable Communities, Diversity
o Economy – Housing, Business Retention and Expansion, Recruitment, 

Education
o Land Use – Existing and Future Use of Land
o Public Infrastructure – Transportation, Utility Infrastructure, 

Communications Infrastructure
o Natural resources – Lakes and Wetlands, Forests and Prairies, Soils, 

Cultural Resources
o Parks and Trails – Existing and Future Park and Trail Infrastructure



Approved 
December 2021

OTTER TAIL 

COUNTY SOLID WASTE 
MASTER PLAN



OTTER TAIL PUBLIC INPUT



OTTER TAIL PATH TOWARD ZERO LANDFILLING 



• 2021 Master Plan Key Outcomes
• County wide single sort recycling
• Organics program
• Expanded beneficial re-use programs
• Increased landfill diversion
• Increased equity to staff and patrons

OTTER TAIL COUNTY MASTER PLAN



Question 3

What do you think is the most important 
program or action we need to take to 
reach zero waste?



IMPORTANCE  OF WASTE-TO-ENERGY

• WTE plays an important role in 
waste management until a zero-
waste society is reached

• Today, in Minnesota, WTE 
facilities: 
• Increase recycling
• Reduce waste in landfills
• Power homes and businesses 
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