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Incineration and Links to Cancer 
 
 

Introduction 
 
According to recent Canadian cancer statistics, almost 40% of Canadian females and 
nearly half of Canadian males will develop cancer in their lifetime. Commonly called a 
disease of older people, the 2008 Canadian Cancer Statistics predict that of the 166,400 
new cases of cancer expected in Canada this year, well over half will occur in Canadians 
under age 70. About 30% of new cancer cases and 18% of cancer deaths will occur in 
young and middle-aged adults ranging in age from 20-59.1  
 
A comprehensive cancer prevention strategy means reducing exposure to carcinogenic 
substances at every opportunity. Inherited genetic factors make a minor contribution to 
most types of tumours.2 The environment has the principal role in causing cancer, 
accounting for an estimated 75-80% of cancer cases and deaths in the U.S.3 For a clearer 
understanding of the risks, studies that link cancer to waste incineration should be viewed 
together with studies that link individual pollutants to cancer.4  While a number of health 
impacts have been linked to waste incineration, this fact sheet focuses on the links to 
cancer. 
 
Studies in the United Kingdom found an increased risk of childhood cancer, childhood 
leukemia and solid tumours of all kinds among children living near incinerators. Studies 
from France, Japan, Italy, United Kingdom and Sweden found that populations living 
near incinerators had a cluster of soft-tissue sarcoma and non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma; a 
two-fold cancer-risk; increases in laryngeal cancer; increases in lung cancer or lung 
cancer mortality and generally higher risks of all cancers but specifically of stomach, 
colorectal, liver and lung cancer.  Incinerator workers in Italy, the U.S. and Sweden had 
significantly higher gastric cancer mortality; a high prevalence of hypertension and 
excessive deaths from lung cancer and heart disease.5 

 
Incinerator Technologies 
 
Though burning garbage is known to be a significant source of exposure to carcinogens 
and other pollutants, increasingly there are plans by municipalities to expand this type of 
waste disposal across Canada.  Incineration does not eliminate or reduce the waste.  
Rather, it destroys resources and converts waste into different chemical compounds, 
some of which are the harmful components described in this fact sheet.  
 
Mass burn incinerators are “excess air” combustion units (waste is burned in the presence 
of more air than is necessary to oxidize or burn the materials in the firebox) and have 
been around for decades.  Sellers of this technology claim that modern “state-of-the-art” 
incinerators are safer than past versions.  Gasification, pyrolysis (starved air) and plasma 
arc technologies – so-called “incinerators in disguise” – heat or convert waste materials at 
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high temperatures to create gas (syngas), liquids and solid residues of ash (char) or slag. 
However, the waste gases are then burned, releasing hazardous pollutants.   
 
Health Canada states that the biggest source of dioxins and furans is the large-scale 
burning of municipal and medical waste.6 Plasma arc gasification vendors often claim 
their technology achieves zero emissions and are not, in fact, incinerators. However, the 
Canadian Council of Ministers of the Environment (CCME) definition for “waste 
incinerator”.7 is any system that thermally treats waste.  It confirms that plasma arc units 
are already subject to its standards.8  A 2007 review states that any new thermal 
destruction technology only be approved by the jurisdiction having authority if the 
applicant can demonstrate that the system will meet the emission standard.  However, 
these technologies emit dioxins and other harmful pollutants and are defined as 
incineration by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.9  An analysis of incineration 
and gasification units using EPA emissions data showed that both emit the same 
pollutants albeit in different quantities.10 These newer technologies are also considered 
incineration by the European Union.11 
 
Toxic Air Emissions 
 
Both the amount of waste and its potential toxicity are increasing.  Incinerator emissions 
are a major source of fine and ultrafine particles, toxic metals and more than 200 organic 
chemicals, including those known to cause cancer, genetic mutations and disruption to 
normal hormone function.4 Even the most modern Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) 
incinerators do not have the technology that prevents the release of ultrafine particles.12 

 
Approximately 70% of garbage burned is emitted to air. The exact composition of 
emissions from incinerators will vary with the waste that is being burned at any given 
time and depends on the efficiency of the facility and the pollution control measures in 
place. Emissions also contain other unidentified compounds whose potential for harm is 
as yet unknown.  With the make-up of garbage continually changing, so too does the 
chemical nature of incinerator emissions and therefore the potential for adverse health 
effects.4   
 
A 2007 Generic Human Health and Ecological Risk Assessment commissioned by 
Durham and York Regions in southern Ontario confirmed that chemicals of potential 
concern (CoPC) may interact to produce toxic effects, however, more detailed studies are 
required into this area to determine synergistic effects.13 
 
Organic Compounds 
 
Dioxins are a group of chemicals with over 200 individual members.  Dioxins are 
produced as unintentional by-products of manufacture and use of elemental chlorine, and 
the burning of materials that contain any form of chlorine.  All incinerators produce 
dioxins. Incinerators generate and emit brominated and mixed chloro-bromo substituted 
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dioxins in appreciable quantities. Research has shown that while dioxins can be destroyed 
in the combustion zone of mass burn incinerators, they can be regenerated, depending on 
the incinerator’s temperature profile, and formed from precursors that are either 
constituents of the waste or by chemical recombination of materials in the waste.12 
 
Dioxins are a Class 1 IARC carcinogen (cancer causing agent), are persistent (take a long 
time to break down), toxic and accumulate in the tissues of humans and animals.12  

Dioxins enter the human body through the food we eat, the air we breathe and skin.  The 
most important route for human exposure is through food, amounting to more than 90% 
of total exposure.  Fish and animal products, such as meat, dairy and eggs, account for 
approximately 80%.14  Dioxins can induce cancer, interfere with our immune systems and 
male and female reproduction, impact child development and interfere with normal 
hormone function and growth factors. It is toxic to our organs  (liver, spleen, thymus, 
skin).12  Cancers linked to dioxins include lymphomas and cancers of the lung, liver, skin, 
soft tissue, oral and nasal cavities.4  Organic toxicants including polychlorinated 
biphenyls (PCBs), polyaromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs), dioxins, and furans have also 
been linked with breast and testicular cancer.4 

 
Infants and children exposed to dioxins before or just after birth can suffer from a range 
of health effects to the central nervous and immune systems, as well as on growth, sexual 
development, thyroid function and reproductive health.12 PCBs are a mixture of 
compounds and may have a “dioxin-like” effect. Both PCBs and dioxins are toxic to the 
developing brains of babies both before and after birth. The toxic significance of many 
volatile organic compounds is unknown.15  
 
With improved pollution control on mass burn incinerators, air emissions of dioxins can 
be reduced, but not eliminated.  Rather, increased air emissions controls have shifted 
more of the dioxins and other toxic substances generated to the ash residues, thereby 
creating new disposal and pollution problems.12 
 
Gasification, considered by some to be more “high tech” than mass burn incinerators also 
creates pollution. According to EPA test data, compared to mass burn incinerators 
gasification units emitted more nitrogen oxides, which contribute to smog, and ground 
level ozone, and can emit more dioxins and furans.10  
 
Heavy Metals 
 
Emissions and ash from incinerators can contain over 35 metals and many are known to 
be toxic at low concentrations.  Toxic metals accumulate in the body and can remain 
there for years. Inhaling heavy metals such as nickel, beryllium, chromium, cadmium and 
arsenic increases the risk of lung cancer.16  
 
In the waste stream, mercury is present in batteries, fluorescent light bulbs and paints. 
Cadmium is present in paints, PVC plastic bottles and pigments used to colour plastics. 
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Lead is present in batteries, plastics and pigments.  Antimony is present in flame-
retardants and in plastics.  The incineration process leads to metals being concentrated in 
the ashes by up to ten times as the volume of waste is reduced. Mercury is an exception 
with a greater proportion vented into the air via the flue stack.12 

 
Like dioxin, mercury is a persistent and bioaccumulative toxin that can be transported far 
from where it is emitted into the environment.  A potent neurotoxin, it attacks the body’s 
central nervous system.  It is particularly hazardous to developing fetuses and transfers 
from women to fetuses across the placenta and to infants through breastfeeding, resulting 
in exposure at critical stages of the baby’s development.17 

 
Particulates 
 
Various studies have confirmed that the smaller the particles, the more dangerous their 
health affects. The body does not have an efficient way for clearing the deeper part of the 
lung, as only a tiny fraction of natural particles are of such a small size.  Smaller particles 
are not filtered out by the nose and bronchioles and their miniscule size allows them to 
penetrate deeply into the lungs and be directly absorbed by the bloodstream, travel 
through cell walls into the cell nucleus, affecting the cell’s DNA.  The smallest 
particulates (minute particles), particularly ultrafine particulates (PM. 0.1) are highly 
chemically reactive.4  
 
Incinerators are particulate generators.  Heavy metals, dioxins and other chemicals can 
adhere to particulate surfaces increasing their toxicity.  Fine particulates have been 
associated with respiratory and cardiovascular disease and with lung cancer.4   
 
Ash and Slag 
 
For mass burn incinerators, approximately 26-40% of combusted waste will remain as 
solid residues. Both the bottom and fly ashes can contain high concentrations of heavy 
metals.  Improved pollution control technology in modern incinerators can transfer the 
toxic load of dioxins and some heavy metals from airborne emissions to the fly ash.14 The 
ash residues are generally put into landfill sites, which raise concerns about these 
contaminants leaching. 
 
There is considerable uncertainty about the quality of the “slag” produced by plasma arc 
technology. While vendors claim the contaminants are encapsulated in the slag, which 
could be used for various building materials, there are concerns about carcinogens such 
as arsenic and cadmium leaching and how this might impact any “beneficial use” of the 
material.9 
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Liquid wastes  
 
Wastewater from wet exhaust gas cleaning contains heavy metals.  The most significant 
in terms of toxicity and quantity are lead, cadmium, copper, mercury, zinc and antimony. 
Published scientific data on these is very limited.12 The concerns would be around 
possible soil and water (ground or surface) contamination. 
 
Regulation, Monitoring and Enforcement 
 
Only a small fraction of the hundreds of incinerator pollutants are controlled.  In addition, 
real-time and continuous monitoring technology is not available for all pollutants 
including some of the most dangerous, such as dioxins.  Incinerator proponents often 
base their claims of “safe” operation upon stack gas emissions tests for dioxins.  
However, dioxin emissions are not constant and these tests rarely sample during start ups, 
shut downs and upset conditions when “spikes” of dioxin emissions can occur, resulting 
in periods of high dioxin production being excluded from test results.17 
 
Environmental standards and regulatory emissions’ limits vary and are often based on 
what is technologically achievable e.g. Best Available Technology Not Exceeding 
Excessive Cost (BATNEEC) or Maximum Achievable Control Technology (MACT). In 
Ontario, pilot facilities for newer waste technologies such as plasma arc gasification do 
not have to undergo an Environmental Assessment, providing they are small and meet the 
Ministry of Environment’s air emission standards. This is permitted, even though plasma 
arc technology is considered to be unproven for the processing of mixed municipal solid 
waste. In Ontario, CCME Canada-wide Standards for dioxins and furans are included in 
guidelines for incinerators.18 

 
The 2007 CCME Review noted that there is a lack of data on the concentrations of 
dioxins and furans in residues such as ash and the quantity of residues generated.8 In 
Ontario, Durham and York Regions are on record as saying they consider the bottom ash 
as suitable to go to landfill for use as daily cover.  The two Regions intend to conduct 
research into using the material as a component of asphalt aggregate or concrete.19  
However, there are well-documented concerns about the health risks of using incinerator 
ash for such purposes as the ash contains heavy metals and other chemical pollutants.17 

 
Conclusion 
 
All incinerators generate toxic emissions, including carcinogens, and are a leading source 
of dioxins globally.20  Since there are safer, more economical and flexible options, we 
should adopt the precautionary principle and move away from waste management options 
that pose a serious risk to human health and further degrade our environment.   
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Furthermore, the burning of waste destroys resources and locks communities into very 
expensive contracts, which require large and predictable volumes of garbage over long 
periods of time to recoup the large capital costs.  
 
Far more energy would be saved and fewer health and environmental impacts – including 
cancer – would result from reusing, recycling and composting materials.  In a world of 
depleting resources it makes no sense to incinerate materials when safer options exist.21  
Canada’s waste management approach must take a healthier and more economically 
viable course.  Any risk to our health that is avoidable, is unacceptable.  
 
 
 
References: 
 
1.  Canadian Cancer Society/National Cancer Institute of Canada: Canadian Cancer Statistics 2008 2-3  
April 2008, ISSN 0835-2976 
http://www.cancer.ca/Canada-wide/About%20cancer/Cancer%20statistics/Canadian%20Cancer%20Statistics.aspx  
 
2. Environmental and Heritable Factors in the Causation of Cancer –Analyses of Cohorts of Twins from 
Sweden, Denmark and Finland. Original Article New England Journal of Medicine July 13, 2000 Vol. 
343:78-85  
http://content.nejm.org/cgi/content/full/343/2/78 
 
3. American Cancer Society Cancer Facts and Figures 2006 P.22 
http://www.cancer.org/downloads/STT/CAFF2006PWSecured.pdf 
 
4. The Health Effects of Waste Incinerators 4th Report of the British Society for Ecological Medicine. 
Second Edition June 2008  
http://www.ecomed.org.uk/content/IncineratorReport_v2.pdf 
 
5. Best Environmental Practices and Alternative Technologies for Medical Waste Management 
Jorge Emmanuel, PhD. Health Care Without Harm, June 2007, Kasane, Botswana 
Eighth International Waste Management Congress and Exhibition  
http://pcn.suminc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2009/02/incineration-10.pdf 
 
6. Health Canada – Dioxins and Furans It’s Your Health  
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/hl-vs/iyh-vsv/environ/dioxin-eng.php 
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/hl-vs/alt_formats/pacrb-dgapcr/pdf/iyh-vsv/environ/dioxin-eng.pdf (pdf document) 
 
7.Canada-Wide Standards for Dioxins and Furans  (2001) 
http://www.ccme.ca/assets/pdf/d_and_f_standard_e.pdf 
 
8. CCME Review of Dioxins and Furans from Incineration in Support of a Canada-wide Standard Review 
http://www.ccme.ca/assets/pdf/df_incin_rvw_rpt_e.pdf 
 
9. Plasma Arc Technology for Municipal Solid Waste:  A Proven Technology or Incinerator in Disguise? 
Greenaction for Health and Environmental Justice. Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives.  March 2008 
http://www.greenaction.org/incinerators/documents/GreenactionGAIAExposeOfFloridaPlasmaArcIncinerat
orInDisguiseProposals030908.pdf 
 



 

Prevent Cancer Now 
http://www.preventcancernow.ca/ 

December 2008 
 

7

10. Incineration and Gasification: A Toxic Comparison. Blue Ridge Environmental Defence League. April 
2002  http://www.bredl.org/pdf/gasification-massburn.pdf 
  
11. Gasification, Pyrolysis & Plasma Incineration Fact Sheet Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives 
http://www.no-burn.org/article.php?id=283http://noburn.live.radicaldesigns.org/search.php 
  
12. Incineration and Human Health. State of Knowledge of the Impacts of Waste Incinerators on Human 
Health   Allsopp, M. Costner, P. and Johnston, P. 
http://www.greenpeace.org/raw/content/international/press/reports/incineration-and-human-health.pdf 
 
13. Generic Human Health and Ecological Risk Assessment Study.  Durham York Residual Waste Study 
June 2007. Report No. 1009497.02  
http://www.durhamyorkwaste.ca/pdfs/study/processing/Residual%20Waste%20Study%20-
%20Generic%20Risk%20Assessment_Exec%20Summary.pdf 
 
14. After Incineration: the Toxic Ash Problem. Petrlik, J. Ryder, R.A. April 2005 4,7-8. 
http://english.arnika.org/keepthepromise/docs/ASH_report.pdf 
 
15. Irish Doctors Environmental Association (IDEA) IDEA Position on Incineration  
http://www.ideaireland.org/incineration.htm 
 
16 .The Health Effects of Waste Incinerators 4th Report of the British Society for Ecological Medicine, Dec. 2005 
http://www.ecomed.org.uk/content/IncineratorReport.pdf 
 
17. Waste Incineration: A Dying Technology.  Global Anti-Incinerator Alliance July 2003. 
http://www.no-burn.org/downloads/Waste%20Incineration%20-%20A%20Dying%20Technology.pdf  
 
18.Ontario Ministry of the Environment Guideline A-8 (2004) 
http://www.ene.gov.on.ca/envision/gp/4450e.htm 
 
19. Durham/York Residual Waste Study.  Letter to Ontario Ministry of the Environment June 11, 2008. 
http://www.durhamyorkwaste.ca/pdfs/study/efw_facility/MOE-Letter.pdf 
 
20. GAIA Incinerators Trash Community Health June 2008   
http://noburn.live.radicaldesigns.org/downloads/Incinerators%20Trash%20Community%20Health.pdf 
 
21 The Pembina Institute – 4 Incineration Fact Sheets: Impact on Global Warming, Pollution, A 
Reasonable Energy Option and Understanding the Costs and Financial Risks 
http://www.pembina.org/pub/1449 
 


