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Abstract: The outbreak of major health emergencies, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, has posed
numerous challenges to waste management. Environmentally sound treatment of such epidemic-
related municipal solid waste (MSW) plays a vital role in interrupting virus transmission. In this
study, the furnace type, incineration process and control parameters of an MSW incinerator were
comparatively analyzed with those of a medical waste incinerator and hazardous waste incinerator
according to China’s MSW incineration pollution control standards. In addition, changes in flue gas
emissions data before, during and after the outbreak of the pandemic were empirically analyzed.
The study revealed the following: (1) the feasibility of MSW incinerators to meet the harmless
disposal of potentially viral municipal solid waste (PVMSW); (2) the priority order of incinerator
types for MSW incinerators in the disposal of potentially virulent waste was grate furnace incinerator
> fluidized bed incinerator > cement kiln; and (3) when MSW incinerators treated PVMSW, the
emissions of dioxin compounds in the flue gas fluctuated between 0.00052 and 0.031 ng TEQ/m3,
HCl emissions fluctuated between 1.6 and 23.742 mg/m3, CO emissions fluctuated between 0.18 and
59.15 mg/m3, heavy metal emissions fluctuated between 0.000008 and 0.855 mg/m3, and particulate
matter emissions fluctuated between 0.64 and 12.13 mg/m3. All emissions met the flue gas emission
standards. This study verified the feasibility of using MSW incinerators to treat PVMSW during a
sudden major pandemic and provided a theoretical basis for the environmentally sound collaborative
treatment of PVMSW and a reference for the emergency management and sustainable development
of MSW.

Keywords: potentially virulent waste; municipal solid waste; feasibility; incineration; environmen-
tally sound

1. Introduction

In recent years, the infectious waste associated with the COVID-19 pandemic has
caused serious environmental and health problems in many countries [1]. Empirical studies
elucidated that SARS-CoV-2 can linger on various surfaces, such as cardboard, plastic
and copper, for a span of up to seven days [2]. Many scholars found potential sources of
SARS-CoV-2 in municipal solid waste (MSW), but there is no clear definition of such waste.
Dwi Hantoko pointed out that the waste from the households of suspected or confirmed
COVID-19 patients may contain viable SARS-CoV-2 and may be the source of infection [3];
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Long D. Nghiem et al. suggested that viable SARS-CoV-2 may exist in the households and
quarantine facilities of newly infected suspected patients [4]; Jiří Jaromír Klemeš et al. noted
that mildly symptomatic patients will produce contaminated MSW when they self-isolate
at home [5]; ACRPlus also pointed out that recyclable waste accumulated in households
with suspected cases of COVID-19 could become a potential source of transmission [6];
Aline do Nascimento Beckert et al. pointed out that MSW collectors may be exposed to
infections while collecting waste [7]; and Marcos Paulo Gomes Mol et al. suggested that
SARS-CoV-2-infected patients receiving treatment at home generate potentially infected
waste that may be disposed of as household waste [8]. There was research suggesting that
waste contains viruses, but no clear definition of them has been given.

According to the background of SARS-CoV-2 transmission, potentially viral municipal
solid waste (PVMSW) can be clearly defined as the MSW generated in risk areas where
major outbreaks occur or by people associated with outbreaks in their daily lives or in
activities that provide services to them.

During the pandemic, there was an increase in the use of disposable plastics and
personal protective equipment, leading to an unprecedented need for medical mask dis-
posal [9,10]. These single-use face masks are a growing source of microplastic fibers, and the
plastics can potentially generate microplastics in buildings and the built environment [11].
Changes in people’s lifestyles during the pandemic, with more time spent at home [12],
have resulted in a significant rise in the production of PVMSW [13]. Additionally, the
quantity of meals prepared and consumed at home has notably increased, with statis-
tics indicating a 12% rise in food waste [14]. Furthermore, the United States, Singapore,
and most European countries issued notices to suspend MSW sorting during the pan-
demic [15–17]. PVMSW has not only seen a surge in quantity but has also undergone
compositional changes [18,19], including higher percentages of plastics and paper [20,21],
as well as increased moisture content [22,23]. This has imposed substantial pressure on
MSW incineration facilities. These pose great challenges to MSW management.

PVMSW has some similarities with medical waste due to its infectious and contagious
characteristics. Previous studies showed that many countries implemented policies or
applied examples of using MSW incineration facilities to dispose of medical waste [24].
HCl and dioxin levels in flue gases are higher due to the high plastic content in medical
waste [25–27]. To ensure compliance with emission standards, methods such as controlling
the co-incineration ratio of medical waste and adding activated carbon during incineration
have been used [24]. The “Technical Guidelines on Environmentally Sound Management
of Biomedical and Healthcare Wastes under the Basel Convention” explicitly states that
infectious waste can be disposed of using MSW treatment methods after disinfection [28];
medical waste generated by healthcare facilities in the United States is disinfected at the
source before being transported for incineration disposal at hazardous waste incineration
facilities or MSW incineration facilities [29]; in France, MSW incineration plants also co-
incinerate small amounts of medical waste during the treatment process [30]; in Catalonia,
some medical waste that is considered low risk is incinerated using an MSW incinerator [31];
according to the “Safe Management of Wastes From Health-Care Activities, Second Edition”
published by the WHO, infectious medical waste and small amounts of pharmaceutical
waste can be disposed of using MSW incinerators [32]; on January 28th, the Chinese
Ministry of Ecology and Environment issued the “Technical Guidelines for Emergency
Disposal of Medical Waste from COVID-19 Patients (Trial)” 2020, proposing that MSW
incineration facilities can be selected for the emergency disposal of COVID-19 medical
waste, provided that the disposal effectiveness is guaranteed [33]; and on 10 February
2020, the Chinese Ministry of Ecology and Environment and the Department of Solid
Waste and Chemicals issued a document titled “Work and Answers Related to Emergency
Disposal of Medical Wastes from COVID-19 in MSW Incineration Facilities”, which pointed
out that the grate incineration furnace is feasible and effective [34]. While in previous
experience, some modifications of MSW incineration facilities allowed them to treat medical
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waste, the feasibility of utilizing these facilities directly for the safe disposal of PVMSW
remains uncertain.

Due to the high risk of virus transmission associated with PVMSW, the careful disposal
of such waste is essential. Improper disposal can increase the likelihood of a widespread
outbreak of infection [35]. The safe and effective management of PVMSW during an
epidemic is a critical step in preventing the spread of disease. During the outbreak of
the epidemic, there was a sharp increase in the quantity of PVMSW, and the demand for
incineration of PVMSW far exceeded the capacity of medical waste incinerators. In this
critical situation, the question of whether MSW incinerators should be used for the safe
disposal of PVMSW remains unanswered. To effectively prevent the spread of viruses
through waste, enhancing the flexibility of waste management systems affected by viruses
is crucial, allowing them to rapidly adapt to any viral pandemic.

This study aimed to determine whether MSW incineration facilities can be directly
used to treat PVMSW in a harmless way, to assess whether PVMSW incineration facilities
meet the requirements of public health emergencies in terms of harmless treatment and to
establish a theoretical basis for managing the new crown pandemic.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Data Description and Data Sources

The in situ monitoring data from incineration facilities, monitored from February
2020 to August 2023, were obtained from the Continuous Emissions Monitoring System
(CEMS) for MSW incineration power plants and the Beijing Municipal Enterprises and
Institutions Environmental Information Disclosure Platform [36,37]. The CEMS monitoring
network, which was implemented in 2019, constitutes a direct and real-time measurement
framework designed to provide more accurate and reliable daily emissions data from MSW
incineration power plants across the country. It monitors parameters including furnace
temperatures and key pollutants, namely, particulate matter (PM), SO2, NOx, CO and HCl.
The Beijing Municipal Enterprises and Institutions Environmental Information Disclosure
Platform supplemented emission data for dioxins; Hg and its compounds; and TL, Cd, Pb,
As, Be, Cr, Sn, Sb, Cu, Co, Mn, Ni, V and their compounds. Relevant literature was used to
supplement the limit values of flue gas emission standards.

Pollution control of waste incineration in China relies primarily on standards such
as the “Standard for pollution control on the municipal solid waste incineration” (GB
18485-2014) [38], “Municipal solid waste incinerator and boiler” (GB/T 18750-2008) [39],
“Standard for pollution control on hazardous waste incineration” (GB 18484-2020) [40],
“Environmental Protection Technical Specification for co-disposal of solid wastes in cement
kiln” (HJ 662-2013) [41] and “Standard for pollution control on medical waste treatment
and disposal” (GB 39707-2020) [42]. In China, regulations governing the process control
parameters for MSW incineration primarily focus on incineration control parameters and
the characteristics of incoming waste. The key incineration control parameters are the
incineration temperature, flue gas residence time, thermal decomposition rate, waste
residence time, etc. The specific requirements for these primary parameters are outlined
in the “Standard for pollution control on the municipal solid waste incineration” (GB
18485-2014), as detailed in Table 1.

Table 1. Summary of incineration control parameters for MSW incinerators in China.

Indicators Grate Furnace
Incinerator

Fluidized Bed
Incinerator Cement Kiln

Temperature in the furnace chamber (◦C) ≥850

Flue gas residence time (s) 2 2
850–1000 ◦C 2

>1000 ◦C 1

Slag thermal scorch rate (%) ≤5 ≤5 -



Sustainability 2023, 15, 15379 4 of 21

2.2. Analysis Methods

Similar to medical waste, PVMSW contains a higher proportion of plastic and disinfec-
tant materials. In certain countries, MSW incinerators and hazardous waste incinerators
have been employed in emergencies to manage medical waste during pandemics. There-
fore, parameters relevant to the incineration of medical waste and hazardous waste can
offer valuable insights into the disposing of PVMSW during significant disease outbreaks.
To synthesize the crucial aspects of the incineration process, we conducted a comprehen-
sive review and analysis of thirteen relevant standards and five journal articles. These
sources encompassed incineration process flows, incineration process control parameters,
incinerator technical performance indicators, and exhaust gas emission standards outlined
in MSW, medical waste and hazardous waste incineration practices in China. This study
primarily focused on the MSW incineration process, incinerator control parameters, flue
gas emission control parameters and standards. Medical waste served as a comparative
reference, while hazardous waste provided a supplementary control. We analyzed MSW
incinerator types and process flows, and compared the differences and similarities between
grate furnace incinerators, fluidized bed incinerators and cement kilns concerning the types
of waste, mixing levels of incoming waste, particle size and the need for pre-treatment in
MSW incineration. These were contrasted with the incinerator types, process flows and
incineration parameters for medical waste and hazardous waste while considering the
conditions for viral inactivation. The objective was to assess the theoretical feasibility of
using MSW incinerators for the safe disposal of PVMSW.

In China, the process control parameters for MSW incinerators are determined based
on incineration control parameters and the characteristics of the waste being fed into the
incinerator. To achieve this, we selected typical MSW incineration treatment facilities and
collected data on the furnace temperature monitoring during the MSW incineration process.
These data were compared with temperatures during normal operation in various waste
incineration plants. The flue gas emission parameters for the MSW incineration process in
China encompassed nine indicators, namely, PM; NOX (NO2 for cement kilns); SO2; HCl;
dioxins; CO; Hg and its compounds; Tl, Cd, Pb, As, Be, Cr, Sn, Sb, Cu, Co, Mn, Ni, V and
their compounds; and Sb, As, Pb, Cr, Cu, Mn, Ni and their compounds. We conducted a
thorough quantitative data analysis of data from three typical MSW incineration plants
in China, covering the mid-period of the epidemic and the periods before and after its
outbreak. This analysis involved a comprehensive review, comparison and compliance
assessment of MSW incineration process parameters according to legal regulations. The
results of this study confirm the practical feasibility of using MSW incineration facilities for
PVMSW treatment.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Incineration Furnace Type and Flow
3.1.1. MSW Incinerator Type and Process Flow

The primary types of incinerators used in MSW incineration facilities in China are
mechanical grate furnace incinerators, circulating fluidized bed incinerators and cement
kilns. In this study, three typical MSW incineration treatment plants were selected for
comparison: Beijing Nangong Waste Incineration Plant [43], Hangzhou Xiaoshan Jinjiang
MSW Incineration Plant and Chibi Cement Kiln Co-Disposal MSW. The aim was to compare
the differences in the process of MSW treatment between different types of incinerators.
The comparison and analysis of the three MSW incineration process flows and incineration
processes are presented in Figures 1–3.
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According to the “Municipal solid waste incinerator and boiler” (GB/T 18750-2008),
“Standard for pollution control on the municipal solid waste incineration” (GB 18485-2014)
and “Municipal solid waste fluidized bed incineration boiler” (GB/T 34552-2017) [46]
standards, the acceptable waste for a grate furnace incinerator includes general industrial
solid waste, composting sieves, infectious waste that meets inspection criteria and sludge.
A fluidized bed incinerator can include sludge and general solid waste and a rotary kiln
incinerator can accommodate solid, gas, liquid and slurry wastes. In terms of the mixing
degree of incoming waste, the waste for the grate furnace incinerator remains unchanged;
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the fluidized bed incinerator requires a smaller particle size, preferably less than 150 mm.
However, for a cement kiln incinerator, the incoming waste must be pre-treated, screened
and homogenized with other general solid waste, such as limestone, copper slag, inorganic
contaminated soil, sandstone and inorganic categories, and the particle size requirements
are more stringent [47]. Additionally, a cement kiln incinerator does not produce residues,
while both the grate furnace incinerator and fluidized bed incinerator generate residues,
with the grate furnace incinerator producing a significantly higher proportion of residues
than the fluidized bed incinerator.

3.1.2. Medical Waste Furnace Type and Process Flow

Medical waste incineration technologies in China include rotary kiln incineration, fixed
bed furnace incineration, pyrolysis incineration, chemical disinfection, autoclaving and
secure landfill. Among them, rotary kiln incineration is the primary disposal technology.
Different disposal technologies are suitable for different types of medical waste. For
example, high-temperature incineration and plasma are suitable for all medical waste except
for chemical waste, while chemical disinfection, autoclaving and microwave sterilization
can only treat infectious and pathological waste. Incineration is considered to be the safest,
most thorough, simple and most widely used method for treating medical waste [48].

High-temperature incineration is the predominant method of medical waste disposal
in China, accounting for 70% of the total disposal volume. After collection, transportation
and temporary storage at the treatment plant, medical waste undergoes high-temperature
decomposition through incineration. The incineration flue gas is treated by the purification
system to meet emission standards before being discharged. Both the “Technical standard
for medical waste incinerator (Trial)” (GB 19218-2003) [49] and “Technical specifications
for Centralized Incineration Facility Construction on Medical Waste” (HJ/T 177-2023) [50]
require that a medical waste incinerator be equipped with a secondary combustion chamber.
Based on these standards, the EIA reports of the Jinan Medical Centralized Disposal Project
(Jinan Qidian Environmental Development Co., Ltd., Jinan, China) and the Beijing Medical
Waste Treatment Project (Beijing Runtai Environmental Protection Technology Co., Ltd.,
Beijing, China) were selected, and their medical waste incineration process flows are shown
in Figures 4 and 5. According to the “Environmental Protection Technical Specification for
co-disposal of solid wastes in cement kiln” (HJ 662-2013), medical waste is prohibited from
being crushed or otherwise pre-treated before entering a kiln for disposal.
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3.1.3. Hazardous Waste Furnace Type and Process Flow

For solid hazardous waste, the treatment processes include incineration, pyrolysis and
other thermal treatments, and solidification methods. Incineration is currently the most
mature, widely applicable and safest method for hazardous waste treatment. Some special
organic hazardous waste can only be treated via incineration, which serves as an important
consideration treatment of PVMSW during major epidemics. The rotary kiln incinerator is
the preferred choice for processing hazardous waste due to its wide adaptability. According
to the “Technical specifications for Centralized Incineration Facility” (HJ/T 176-2005) [53],
a hazardous waste incinerator should be equipped with a secondary combustion chamber.
Therefore, the environmental impact assessment reports of the Fuzhou Hongmiaoling
comprehensive waste treatment site and the Yangzhou hazardous waste disposal project
were selected to sort out their incineration processes, as shown in Figures 6 and 7. As
can be seen from the process flow diagrams, the hazardous waste incinerators used are
generally rotary kiln incinerators, and the incineration process includes the incinerator,
secondary combustion chamber and flue gas cleaning system. The secondary combustion
chamber purifies the flue gas, effectively controlling the production of toxic and hazardous
substances and dioxins in the flue gas. The composition of the flue gas purification system
varies in the two examples, but their purpose remains the same.
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3.1.4. Comparative Discussion of Three Types of Solid Waste Incineration Processes

The main technical requirements of MSW incinerators, medical waste incinerators and
hazardous waste incinerators are the same, and their working conditions are similar. There
are several pollutants that are incinerated, including PM, NOX, SO2, HCl, dioxins, CO, Hg
and its compounds, Cd + Tl and their compounds, and Sb + As + Pb + Cr + Cu + Mn + Ni
and their compounds. The main devices are waste-feeding devices, incineration devices,
residue devices, combustion air devices, auxiliary combustion devices and other auxiliary
devices. The three main types of solid waste incineration processes are summarized in
Table 2.
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Table 2. Solid waste incinerator difference.

Indicator Selection MSW Medical Waste Hazardous Waste

Incineration type
Grate furnace incinerator,
fluidized bed incinerator

and cement kiln

Grate furnace incinerator and
cement kiln

Grate furnace incinerator, fluidized bed
incinerator, cement kiln and pyrolysis

furnace

Main incineration
processes

MSW→ reception and
storage→ incinerator→
boiler→ turbine power
generation→ flue gas

deacidification→ fabric
bags→ induced draft fan

→ chimney

Medical waste→ reception
and storage→ combustion

chamber→ second
combustion chamber→ waste

heat utilization→ sharp
cooling of flue gas→ flue gas
deacidification→ activated

carbon→ fabric bags→
induced draft fan→ chimney

Hazardous waste→ A/B pyrolysis
furnace→ second combustion chamber
→ waste heat utilization→ emergency

cooling tower→ deacidification→
activated carbon→ fabric bags→

induced draft fan→ chimney

Incinerator setup -

The incinerator shall comprise
a primary combustion

chamber and a secondary
combustion chamber.

The incinerator should be equipped
with a secondary combustion chamber.

Flue gas cleaning

It should have the function
of removing acidic gases,
dust, heavy metals, dye

moieties and NO.

It should have functions such
as cooling, deacidification,

dust removal, denitrification,
and the removal of dioxins

and heavy metals.

It should have the functions of dust
removal, desulfurization,

denitrification, deacidification, and the
removal of dioxin-type and heavy

metal-type pollutants.

Preprocessing It depends on the
incinerator type.

Medical waste bags must not
be opened to remove waste

before entering the
high-temperature incineration

(pyrolysis) furnace.

Pre-treatment or special disposal
should be conducted before

incineration and disposal to align with
the furnace requirements, ensuring the

comprehensive combustion of
hazardous wastes in the furnace.

3.1.5. Comparative Discussion of Process Parameters for Three Types of Solid Waste
Incineration Processes

In China, the process parameters for solid waste incineration should comply with the
“Standard for pollution control on medical waste treatment and disposal” (GB 39707-2020)
and “Technical standard for medical waste incinerator (Trial)” (GB 19218-2003). When
using cement kiln treatment, it should meet the relevant requirements of the “Environ-
mental Protection Technical Specification for co-disposal of solid wastes in cement kiln”
(HJ 662-2013), and the process parameters for hazardous waste incinerators should be set
in accordance with the provisions of the “Standard for pollution control on hazardous
waste incineration” (GB 18484-2020). The parameters of the solid waste incinerator are
summarized in Table 3.

Table 3. Solid waste incinerator parameters.

Indicator Selection Municipal Solid Waste
(MSW) Medical Waste Hazardous Waste

Incineration temperature in the furnace chamber (◦C) ≥850 ≥850 ≥1100

Flue gas residence time in the furnace chamber (s) ≥2 ≥2 ≥2

Incinerator slag thermal scorch rate (%) ≤5 <5 <5

Flue gas oxygen content (dry flue gas, chimney
sampling port) (%) - 6~15 6~15

Combustion efficiency (%) - ≥99.9 ≥99.9

Destruction removal efficiency (%) - - ≥99.99
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Both MSW and medical waste incinerators must operate at temperatures≥850 ◦C with a
minimum flue gas residence time in the furnace chamber of≥2 s. For MSW incinerators, there
is a requirement for the slag’s thermal scorching rate to be ≤5%. However, medical waste
incinerators have slightly different criteria, with the thermal scorch rate of incinerator slag
set at <5%. MSW incinerators do not have specific requirements for flue gas oxygen content,
combustion efficiency or destruction removal efficiency. The stringency of setting indicators
and parameters for incinerators follows the order of hazardous waste > medical waste > MSW.

According to the “Pneumonia diagnosis and treatment protocol for novel coronavirus
infection (trial fifth edition)” (National Health Office Medical Letter [2020] No. 103), SARS-
CoV-2 is heat sensitive and can be effectively inactivated by maintaining a temperature
of 56 ◦C for 30 min. The temperature in the MSW incinerator chamber is 850 ◦C, with a
residence time of generally 1 to 1.5 h; under these conditions, the novel coronavirus can be
completely inactivated. Therefore, from the perspective of the incineration parameters, all
three types of solid waste incinerators can meet the requirements for PVMSW incineration.

3.1.6. Empirical Analysis of MSW Incinerator Burning

Based on data from the CEMS on 1 March 2023 (within 24 h), this study selected a
typical MSW incineration treatment facility. The monitoring data for a furnace chamber
temperature during the MSW incineration process are summarized in Table 4. According to
practical application cases [56], the material temperature and gas temperature during MSW
treatment in cement kilns typically fall within the ranges of 1400–1500 ◦C and 1700–1800 ◦C,
respectively.

Table 4. Summary of incinerator temperatures for a typical MSW incineration facility.

Serial
Number Incineration Treatment Facility Name Furnace

Type

Design
Treatment

Capacity (t/d)

Low
Temperature

(◦C)

High
Temperature

(◦C)

Difference
(◦C)

1 Nangong Waste Incineration Plant

Grate
furnace

incinerator

500 952.9 1170.41 217.51

2 Asuwei Waste Incineration Plant 750 899.33 1073.53 174.2

3 Tianjin Shuanggang Waste
Incineration Plant 400 874.86 1119.56 244.7

4 Yuqiao Waste Incineration Plant
Power Plant 350 1054.21 1163.02 108.81

5 Laogang Solid Waste Integrated
Treatment Plant 750 1017.96 1082.96 65

6 Guangzhou Third Source Thermal
Power Plant 750 918.07 1039.12 121.05

7 Guangzhou Fourth Resource Thermal
Power Plant 750 989.48 1135.08 145.6

8 Shenzhen Yantian Waste Incineration Plant 225 881.72 1088.51 206.79

9 Nanshan waste-to-energy plant 400 991.64 1159.7 168.06

Average value 953.35 1114.65 153.13

10 Potting Hill Waste Incineration Plant

Fluidized
bed

incinerator

560 875.56 938.95 63.39

11 Jingdezhen waste incineration plant 500 860.27 979.24 118.97

12 Changchun MSW Integrated
Treatment Plant 520 865.03 921.26 56.23

13 Jilin MSW incineration power plant 500 872.53 970.21 97.68

Average value 868.35 952.42 77.85

14 Nanjing Lishui Cement Kiln Co-Disposal
MSW Project

Cement
kiln 500 Material temperature: 1400–1450

Gas temperature: 1700–1800
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Table 4 presents a summary of typical MSW incinerator temperatures. A vertical com-
parison reveals the normal operating temperature range for incinerators in various waste in-
cineration plants is 860.27–1054.21 ◦C for the low-temperature range and 921.26–1119.56 ◦C
for the high-temperature range. Both the low- and high-temperature differentials of these
incinerators are relatively large, at 198.3 ◦C and 193.94 ◦C, respectively. Horizontally,
the temperature differentials of these incinerators range from 56.23 ◦C to 206.79 ◦C. It
can be illustrated that in terms of temperature, the three types of incinerators rank as
follows: cement kiln > grate furnace incinerator > fluidized bed incinerator. Their furnace
temperatures all exceed 850 ◦C, which is significantly higher than the virus inactivation
temperature, effectively eliminating pathogens. It can be seen that the MSW incinerator
meets the performance requirements for incinerating medical waste. Given that PVMSW
exhibits characteristics between MSW and medical waste, MSW incinerators also fulfill the
performance requirements for PVMSW incineration. Considering the substantial increase
in PVMSW generation during a pandemic and the minimal pre-treatment applied, the
preferred order for furnace selection from a process perspective is as follows: grate furnace
incinerator > fluidized bed incinerator > cement kiln.

3.2. Flue Gas Emission Control Parameters and Standards
3.2.1. Control Standards for MSW Incineration Flue Gas Emissions

China has set parameters for flue gas emissions from MSW incineration processes,
including PM; NOX (NO2 for cement kilns); SO2; HCl; dioxins; Hg and its compounds; Tl,
Cd, Pb, As, Be, Cr, Sn, Sb, Cu, Co, Mn, Ni, V and their compounds; and Sb, As, Pb, Cr, Cu,
Mn, Ni and their compounds [57]. These parameters include different time spans, such as 1
h average and 24 h average, or a measured average. They mainly refer to the “Standard for
pollution control on the municipal solid waste incineration” (GB 18485-2014), which applies
to grate furnace incinerators and fluidized bed incinerators. For cement kiln incinerators,
their flue gas emission standards should comply with the “Standard for pollution control
on co-processing of solid wastes in Cement kiln” (GB 30485-2013) [58] and the “Emission
standard of air pollutants for cement industry” (GB 4915-2013) [59]. As shown in Table 5,
the emission limits of flue gas (air) pollutants from MSW incinerators are modified by the
introduction of NH3 and fluoride and the exclusion of CO.

Table 5. MSW incinerator flue gas (atmospheric) pollutant limits.

Contaminants Grate Furnace Incinerator,
Fluidized Bed Incinerator Cement Kiln

Particulate matter (PM)
(mg/m3)

1 h mean value 30
3024 h average value 20

NOX (mg/m3)
1 h mean value 300

400 (NO2)24 h average value 250

SO2 (mg/m3)
1 h mean value 100

20024 h average value 80

HCl (mg/m3)
1 h mean value 60

1024 h average value 50

CO (mg/m3)
1 h mean value 100 -

24 h average value 80

Hg and its compounds (in Hg) (mg/m3) 0.05 0.05
Dioxins (ng TEQ/m3) 0.1 0.1
NH3 (if any) (mg/m3) - 10

HF (mg/m3) - 1

Tl, Cd, Pb, As, Be, Cr, Sn, Sb, Cu, Co, Mn, Ni, V and their
compounds (mg/m3)

(in Tl + Cd + Pb + As + Be + Cr + Sn + Sb + Cu + Mn + Ni + V)

0.1 (Cd, Tl) 1.0 (Tl, Cd, Pb, As)
1.0 (Sb, As, Pb, Cr
(Co, Cu, Mn, Ni)

0.5 (Be, Cr, Sn, Sb
(Cu, Co, Mn, Ni, V)
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Table 5 reveals that the emission standards for cement kiln flue gas (excluding HCl
content) are relatively lenient compared with those for grate furnace incinerators and
fluidized bed incinerators. To compare the actual operation and flue gas emissions of
different MSW incineration treatment facilities, monitoring data on pollutants in incinerator
flue gases of typical MSW incineration plants were collected based on the data from 17 April
2021 (within 24 h) from the CEMS on 7 June 2021 from the Department of Ecology and
Environment of Jiangsu Province [60], as shown in Table 6.

Table 6. Typical MSW incinerator flue gas pollutant concentrations.

Serial
Number

Incineration Treatment
Facility Name

Furnace
Type

Design Treatment
Capacity (t/d Single

Unit)

Pollutants in Flue Gas (24 h Value)
(mg/m3)

PM NOX SO2 HCl CO

1 Nangong Waste
Incineration Plant

Grate
furnace

incinerator

500 2.62 75.24 6.89 3.03 21.14

2 Asuwei Waste
Incineration Plant 750 0.18 75.87 0.63 7.69 2.55

3 Tianjin Shuanggang Waste
Incineration Plant 400 8.6 112.68 19.52 15.99 28.53

4 Yuqiao MSW Power Plant 350 2.1 177.7 2.64 1.33 0.84

5 Laogang Solid Waste
Integrated Treatment Plant 750 1.31 43 1.39 2.92 10.26

6 Guangzhou Third Source
Thermal Power Plant 750 3.46 107.43 6.03 4.64 5.29

7 Guangzhou Fourth Resource
Thermal Power Plant 750 4.57 68.88 11.8 13.27 3.84

8 Shenzhen Yantian Waste
Incineration Plant 225 3.33 55.95 13.86 4.23 3.55

9 Nanshan waste-to-energy
plant 400 5.39 57.48 2.79 5.96 0.65

Average value 3.51 86.03 7.28 6.56 8.52

10 Potting Hill Waste
Incineration Plant

Fluidized
bed

incinerator

560 6.48 194.46 0.63 35.91 47.78

11 Jingdezhen waste
incineration plant 500 5.61 171.87 11.36 0.25 29.97

12 Changchun MSW Integrated
Treatment Plant 520 11.13 194.75 15.26 12.44 41.7

13 Jilin MSW incineration
power plant 500 10.36 104.62 4.98 20.8 41.92

Average value 8.4 166.43 8.06 17.35 40.34

14 Nanjing Lishui Cement Kiln
Co-Disposal MSW Project

Cement
kiln 500 8.9 99 28 - -

Table 6 shows that the concentration of various pollutants in the flue gas produced by
the grate furnace incinerator was significantly lower than that produced by the fluidized bed
incinerator. This was directly related to the higher average temperature of the grate furnace
incinerator, which resulted in more complete waste combustion and gas decomposition [61].
The concentration of pollutants in the flue gas of cement kiln incinerators was basically
30% or less of the limit value. Furthermore, the dioxin-like concentrations (with a limit
value of 0.1 ng TEQ/m3) at Everbright Renewable Energy (Nanjing, China) Co., Ltd.
(11 May 2021), and Everbright Environmental Energy (Nanjing) Co., Ltd. (21 June 2021),
were 0.044 ng TEQ/m3 and 0.0035 ng TEQ/m3, respectively. Thus, from the perspective
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of the flue gas pollutant emission concentrations of MSW incineration, the grate furnace
incinerator was superior to the fluidized bed incinerator and cement kiln.

3.2.2. Comparison of Control Parameters of the Three Types of Solid Waste Flue
Gas Emissions

The control parameters and flue gas emission control parameters of MSW, medical
waste and hazardous waste incineration processes in China are presented in Table 7. From
the perspective of setting pollutant indicators and their limits, the indicator requirements
for PM, NOX, SO2, HCl, HF and CO are the same for medical waste, hazardous waste and
MSW incineration. However, the dioxin class MSW indicators are higher than those for
medical waste and hazardous waste. Regarding heavy metals, the stringency of the limit
values follows the order of medical waste = hazardous waste > MSW. Therefore, the optimal
approach for PVMSW incineration in terms of process and emission control parameters
aligns with the standards applied to medical waste or hazardous waste incineration. If MSW
incineration facilities are utilized for MSW treatment, a thorough assessment is required.

Table 7. Control parameters of solid waste flue gas emissions.

Contaminants MSW Medical Waste Hazardous Waste

PM (mg/m3)
1 h mean value 30 30 30

24 h average value 20 20 20

NOX (mg/m3)
1 h mean value 300 300 300

24 h average value 250 250 250

SO2 (mg/m3)
1 h mean value 100 100 100

24 h average value 80 80 80

HCl (mg/m3)
1 h mean value 60 60 60

24 h average value 50 50 50

HF (mg/m3)
1 h mean value - 4 4

24 h average value - 2 2

CO (mg/m3)
1 h mean value 100 100 100

24 h average value 80 80 80

Dioxins (ng TEQ/m3) 0.1 0.5 0.5

Hg and its compounds (in Hg) (mg/m3) 0.05 0.05 0.05

Cd, Tl and their compounds
(mg/m3) Cd and its compounds

0.1
0.05 0.05

(in Cd + Tl) Tl and its compounds 0.05 0.05

Sb, As, Pb, Cr, Cu, Mn, Ni and
their compounds (mg/m3)

(by Sb + As + Pb + Cr + Cu + Mn +
Ni)

Pb and its compounds

1.0 (including Co
and its compounds)

0.5 0.5
As and its compounds 0.5 0.5
Cr and its compounds 0.5 0.5

Sb, Cu, Mn, Ni and
their compounds

2.0 (including Sn
and its compounds)

2.0 (including Sn,
Ni and their
compounds)

3.3. Empirical Analysis of Flue Gas Emission Control
3.3.1. Asuwei Waste Incineration Plant Empirical Analysis of Flue Gas Emission Control

The Asuwei waste incineration plant, located in Changping, Beijing, is responsible for
treating MSW from the northern part of Dongcheng District, the northern part of Xicheng
District and the entire Changping District. The plant has a designed processing capacity of
3000 t/d and is equipped with four incinerators. It employs a flue gas purification process
that includes “Selective Non-Catalytic Reduction De-NOx Process (SNCR) + Semi-dry Acid
Gas Removal Process + Baghouse Filter + Selective Catalytic Reduction De-NOx Process
(SCR)” [37].
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This study gathered data on the concentrations of dioxins in the flue gas emissions
from the Asuwei MSW incineration plant between March 2020 and July 2023 (a time span
of 3 months). The concentrations of other flue gas components, including HCl, SO2, NOX,
CO and PM, were also collected during the same period (a one-month time span). The
compliance of flue gas emissions at the Asuwei waste incineration plant is presented in
Figure 8.
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Based on Figure 8, it is evident that the flue gas emissions of the Asuwei Waste
Incineration Plant remained within the emission standards from March 2020 to July 2023.
Notably, HCl (Figure 8b), CO (Figure 8h) and PM (Figure 8i) emissions exhibited significant
fluctuations compared with before the end of the outbreak on 9 December 2022. Several
factors contributed to these variations [62]: Because PVMSW does not segregate waste,
PVMSW incineration primarily involves bagged or boxed man-overs, making incineration
difficult. This can potentially result in increased CO emissions, and particulate matter
concentrations can vary greatly depending on the degree of waste segregation [63]; the
higher content of plastics and disinfectant solutions in PVMSW can contribute to increased
HCl emissions in the exhaust gases [64]. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the extensive use
of medical masks led to their incineration alongside other solid waste, causing a sudden
increase in CO emissions [65,66]. The SO2 (Figure 8f) and NOX (Figure 8g) emissions
remained relatively stable.

HCl (Figure 8b) and PM (Figure 8i) in February 2021, Hg and its compounds (Figure 8c)
in May 2022; cadmium, Sb, As, Pb, Cr, Cu, Mn, Ni and their compounds (Figure 8d) in
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March 2022 and May 2022; and Cd, Tl and their compounds (Figure 8e) in August 2020,
October 2020, and February 2021 were monitored and fluctuated within the range of the
emission standards. These changes were due to an unexpected COVID-19 outbreak in
Beijing Changping District during these periods, prompting partial lockdown measures.
And there were more medium to high-risk areas around the Asuwei waste incineration
plant, such as the Hongfuyuan community in Beiqijia Town, the Baigezhuang New Village
community and the Forest Dadi Home community in Dongxiaokou Town. Furthermore,
dioxins (Figure 8a); Hg and its compounds (Figure 8c); Sb, As, Pb, Cr, Cu, Mn, Ni and
their compounds (Figure 8d); and Cd, Tl and their compounds (Figure 8e) all exhibited
fluctuations in November 2022. During this period, Beijing experienced a severe SARS-CoV-
2 outbreak, and the entire city essentially went into a pandemic condition. This resulted in
a significant increase in the production of PVMSW. Due to the absence of prior classification
of PVMSW before entering the incinerator, some waste with a high content of heavy
metal, such as rubber, newspapers, plastics and batteries, were incinerated together [67].
Heavy metals can be converted to a gaseous form or attached to particles in the flue gas
at high temperatures, leading to an increase in heavy metal content in the flue gas [64].
Therefore, it is reasonable to observe certain fluctuations in the emission standards of flue
gas indicators during the operation of the Asuwei Waste Incineration Plant during a major
outbreak period.

Additionally, maintenance or repairs were conducted on the 1# incinerator in Septem-
ber 2021 and September 2022; the 2# incinerator in March 2021 and December 2021; and
the 3# incinerator in December 2021, May 2022 and October 2022 (official website data
sources are labeled). The sudden fluctuations in indicators were due to the frequent startups
and shutdowns of the incinerators, resulting in higher pollutant concentrations, and were
unrelated to the occurrence of a major outbreak.

According to the time frame of the first non-local COVID-19-related case in Changping
District, which occurred from 22 October 2021 to 17 November 2021, we conducted an
analysis of changes in flue gas emission concentrations before (1 October to 21 October),
during (22 October to 17 November) and after (18 November and after) the epidemic. The
results are shown in Figure 9.
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Figure 9 shows the flue gas emissions from the incineration plant during the selected
testing period. While most of the emissions remained within the standard limits, there
were also sudden increases in the concentration of some flue gas components. In terms
of changes in flue gas emissions, dioxins, HCl, heavy metals (Hg and its compounds, Cd,
Tl and its compounds, Sb, As, Pb, Cr, Cu, Mn, Ni and its compounds) and SO2 showed
minor fluctuations. In contrast, NOX, CO and PM exhibited significant fluctuations, which
coincided with the operation changes of the incinerators. The fluctuations were notably
associated with the shutdown and restart of the 3# incinerator in April 2020 and the 2#
incinerator in July 2020. The 3# incinerator underwent a cooling shutdown on 10 April,
followed by a restart on 19–20 April, while the 2# incinerator was shut down on 1 July and
restarted on 2 July.

Figure 9 shows that the flue gas emissions before, during and after the outbreak all
remained within the standard limits with no notable abrupt changes. These emission
concentrations were notably lower than those of MSW flue gas emissions and even lower
than medical waste flue gas emissions. This suggests that during this outbreak, if the
Asuwei waste incineration plant had accepted PVMSW, the emissions from the incineration
plant would have fully complied with the emission standards.

3.3.2. Gaoantun Waste Incineration Plant Empirical Analysis of Flue Gas Emission Control

The Gaoantun waste incineration plant is located in Chaoyang District, Beijing, and is
responsible for treating MSW in Chaoyang District. The plant has a designed processing
capacity of 1800 t/d and is equipped with two incinerators. It employs a flue gas purifica-
tion process that includes “humidifying ash recirculation, activated carbon injection, bag
filter, and in-furnace denitrification” [37].

The concentrations of dioxins were analyzed over 6 months. Additionally, other flue
gas components (HCl, SO2, NOX, CO, PM, etc.) were examined over 1-month intervals in
the flue gas emissions from this incineration plant between March 2020 and August 2023.
This study involved data gathering.

Figure 10 illustrates that the flue gas emissions of the Gaoantun Waste Incineration
Plant remained within the emission standards from February 2020 to August 2023. HCl
(Figure 10b) exhibited notable fluctuations within the emission standards during the periods
of March to June 2020 and August to October 2022, which were likely due to variations in the
MSW composition, especially its moisture content, coinciding with the rainy season [68].
Hg and its compounds (Figure 10c) in February 2021, August 2021 and January 2022;
Sb, As, Pb, Cr, Cu, Mn, Ni and their compounds (Figure 10d) in July 2020; and Cd,
Tl and their compounds (Figure 10e) in January 2021, May 2021 and November 2022
exhibited significant fluctuations within the emission standards. These fluctuations could
be attributed to a sudden and severe SARS-CoV-2 outbreak in Beijing’s Chaoyang District
during the mentioned time frames. Some communities implemented comprehensive
containment measures, and several areas, such as the Xiaohongmen (area) Township of
Chaoyang District and Shibalidian (area) Township of Chaoyang District, were designated
as middle–high-risk areas. This led to an increase in PVMSW production and significant
alterations in pollutant emission concentrations. Specifically, for Hg and its compounds
(Figure 10c); Sb, As, Pb, Cr, Cu, Mn, Ni and their compounds (Figure 10d); and PM
(Figure 10i), their emission levels exhibited larger fluctuations compared with the period
before the pandemic’s end on 9 December 2022, possibly due to changes in household waste
composition [69,70]. SO2 (Figure 10f) emissions displayed varying fluctuation patterns,
while dioxin (Figure 10a) and NOx (Figure 10g) emissions remained relatively stable
throughout the monitoring period.
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Furthermore, maintenance or repairs were conducted on the 2# incinerator in Decem-
ber 2020, January 2021 and February 2022, as well as on the 4# incinerator in April 2021
(official website data sources are labeled). The abrupt fluctuations in indicators were due to
higher pollutant concentrations resulting from the frequent startups and shutdowns of the
incinerators and were unrelated to the occurrence of a major outbreak.

In summary, during the major epidemic outbreak, the flue gas emission indicators of
MSW incineration at the Gaoantun Waste Incineration Plant remained within the emission
standards but exhibited some degree of fluctuation. The concentrations of each air pollutant
were significantly lower than China’s national standards and also below the emission
standards for medical waste. This indicates that during this outbreak, if the Gaoantun
waste incineration plant had accepted PVMSW, the emissions from the incineration plant
would have been in full compliance with the emission standards.

3.3.3. Lujiashan Waste Incineration Plant Empirical Analysis of Flue Gas Emission Control

The Lujiashan waste incineration plant is located in Mentougou District, Beijing, and
is responsible for treating MSW in western Beijing. The plant has a designed processing ca-
pacity of 3000 t/d and is equipped with four incinerators. It employs a flue gas purification
process that includes “SNCR, rotary atomization semi-dry deacidification, bag filter and
SCR” [71].

In this study, data were collected from the incineration plant for dioxin emissions over
6 months, as well as for other flue gas components (HCl, SO2, NOX, CO, PM, etc.) over a
time span of 1 month, covering the period from March 2020 and August 2023. The flue gas
emissions from the Lujiashan waste incineration plant are presented in Figure 11.
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As depicted in Figure 11, from February 2020 to December 2022, the flue gas emission
indicators of the Lujiashan Waste Incineration Plant consistently remained within the
emission standards. Nevertheless, significant fluctuations were observed in the monitoring
indicators for dioxins (Figure 11a) in the fourth quarter of 2022; Hg and its compounds
(Figure 11c) in June–July 2022; and Cd, Tl and their compounds (Figure 11e) in July–August
2021. It is noteworthy that these fluctuations also fell within the emission standards. During
the mentioned period, the areas served by the Lujiashan incineration plant, including
Shijingshan, Fengtai, Mentougou and Xicheng Districts, experienced varying degrees of
SARS-CoV-2 outbreaks, such as in Babaoshan and Laoshan streets in Shijingshan District;
Xiluoyuan and Lugouqiao streets in Fengtai District; and Yongding Town in Mentougou
District. In PVMSW, a significant portion consists of plastic products, with polyvinyl
chloride being the main component, serving as a major source of dioxins in the incineration
flue gas [72]. The fluctuations in the compounds of Sb, As, Pb, Cr, Cu, Mn, Ni and their
compounds (Figure 11d) were inconsistent, possibly due to the increased maintenance
frequency during this period, resulting in higher pollutant concentrations as the incineration
furnace frequently started and shut down [70]. CO (Figure 11f) did not exhibit a uniform
correlation with the occurrence of the epidemic. HCl (Figure 11b), SO2 (Figure 11f) and
PM (Figure 11i) showed relatively small fluctuations in emission concentrations during the
pandemic, remaining close to their respective averages.

Furthermore, maintenance or repairs were conducted on the 1# incinerator in October
2021 and April 2023, the 2# incinerator in December 2020, and the 3# and 4# incinerators
in February 2020 and March 2020 (official website data sources are labeled). The abrupt
fluctuations in indicators were attributed to higher pollutant concentrations resulting
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from the frequent startups and shutdowns of the incinerators and were unrelated to the
occurrence of a major outbreak.

It can be observed that the flue gas emission indicators of the waste incineration plant
exhibited some fluctuations within the emission standards during a major outbreak. The
concentration of each air pollutant was considerably lower than China’s national standard
and even lower than the flue gas emission indicators of medical waste. This suggests that
during this outbreak, if the Lujiashan Waste Incineration Plant had accepted the PVMSW, it
would have been in full compliance with the emission standards for treating flue gas.

4. Conclusions

The outbreak of SARS-CoV-2 presented new challenges for the environmentally sound
and harmless treatment of MSW. It is crucial to assess the feasibility of using MSW incin-
eration for the environmentally sound and harmless treatment of PVMSW to effectively
prevent the spread of the epidemic and ensure the sustainable development of the urban
environment [30]. Based on the characteristics of PVMSW during the epidemic, this study
compared the pollution control standards for MSW incineration with those for medical and
hazardous waste, clarified the requirements of incinerator furnace types for pre-treatment
of incoming MSW and for process parameters during incineration, and analyzed the mon-
itoring data on actual flue gas emission concentrations during pandemic periods across
23 incinerators from 16 urban MSW incineration plants.

It was concluded that the preferred order of incineration furnace types for MSW treat-
ment facilities disposing of PVMSW was as follows: grate furnace incinerator > fluidized
bed incinerator > cement kiln; when MSW incinerators treated PVMSW, the emissions of
dioxin compounds in the flue gas fluctuated between 0.00052 and 0.031 ng TEQ/m3, HCl
emissions fluctuated between 1.6 and 23.742 mg/m3, CO emissions fluctuated between 0.18
and 59.15 mg/m3, heavy metal emissions fluctuate between 0.000008 and 0.855 mg/m3,
and particulate matter emissions fluctuated between 0.64 and 12.13 mg/m3; all emissions
met the flue gas emission standards. Ultimately, using MSW incineration furnaces to incin-
erate PVMSW is feasible during major pandemics. Moving forward, this study provides a
theoretical basis for researching the coordinated treatment of urban PVMSW for harmless
disposal, among other aspects.
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