
Municipal Solid Waste to Juniper Ridge Landfill: The Methane Threat 

     We have presented information concerning the greenhouse gases produced by trucking MSW, 

specifically carbon dioxide. There should also be concern of the amounts of methane that will be 

emitted during the lifetime of landfilled MSW. 

     Methane is produced by the anaerobic decomposition of organic wastes. MSW is over 50% organic. 

We have all heard that methane is a far more dangerous greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide when 

considering climate change. It is commonly said that methane has on the order of 23 times the warming 

potential of CO2. This number is derived from a 100 year time period. Over a 20 year span, methane 

poses as much as 72 times the negative effects of CO2. This is because while CO2 in the atmosphere 

lasts over a century, methane only persists in the atmosphere for 12 to 13 years. Therefore, reducing 

methane emissions now, or before they begin, can have a large positive impact over a relatively short 

time span, thus greatly reducing man-made climate impact. Landfills are the single largest source of 

anthropogenic (man-made) greenhouse gases in North America.  

     Since MSW has a much higher organic content than the other wastes coming into JRL, introducing 

massive amounts of curbside garbage would produce much more methane. Once MSW is unloaded at 

JRL, it will be covered by other wastes and begin to decompose in the anaerobic environment, thus 

emitting methane.  

    Casella says in their application that with their management techniques, they capture on the order of 

85% of methane emissions at JRL, and flaring the gas turns it into less-harmful CO2. EPA assumes landfill 

operators capture on average 75% or more of methane emissions. The best current information says 

that Casella and the EPA are mistaken on the amounts of methane captured. Following is an excerpt of a 

paper presented by the Center For  A Competitive Waste Industry to the California Air Resources Board 

in 2007. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

     Conventional wisdom, based upon statements by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), 

assumes landfill operators capture 75% or more of the methane gas (CH4) that is generated at their 

facilities. Because of that assumption of high collection efficiency, landfills have been thought to be 

responsible for only 2%-3% of anthropogenic, or manmade, greenhouse gases (GHG). This comment 

explains why the EPA assumption is demonstrably wrong, why the best available evidence does not 

support a value greater than 20%, and why the appropriate remedies that follow from this correction 

involve more diversion rather than better landfilling. Specifically- 

 There are no field measurements of the efficiency of landfill gas collection systems. 

 EPA’s assumed 75% gas collection efficiency has no factual basis, is based upon 

fundamentally incorrect definitions, and uses biased selection from unsupported, and self-

serving, guesses as the basis for its assumption. 



 The best evidence of typical lifetime capture rates based upon correct definitions does not 

support a value greater than 20%, as further attested to by the International Panel on Climate 

Change. 

 Correcting the capture rate from 75% to 20% increases landfills’ responsibility for 

anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions from approximately 2%-3% to 8%-9% or more. 

 Because gas collection is actually very poor, the case for diverting decomposable discards 

from the landfill becomes clear. 

 

       The paper goes on to explain that the high percentage rates come from a one-time snapshot of a 

landfill at its most functional point. There is a lot of methane emitted before the landfill is capped. The 

larger threat comes after the useful life of the gas extraction and is referred to as a “second wave”.  

After the landfill is decommissioned, there is settling and deterioration of the cover. This allows more 

rain to enter the pile, and the added moisture accelerates decomposition, and the gas escapes thru 

breaches in the cover or liner. Remember, all landfills eventually leak. 

     When you consider the total environmental effects of Casella’s plan to truck southern Maine’s MSW 

to JRL in Old Town, it reinforces the wisdom of our Waste Hierarchy in that incineration is far preferable 

to landfilling MSW. Far more energy is extracted from incinerating a ton of garbage than from putting it 

in a pile and making electricity with the methane produced, and likewise fewer greenhouse gas  

emissions are released by incineration per unit of energy production. It  bears mentioning that Casella’s 

plan to heat the University of Maine Campus with gas from JRL has not progressed since proposed many 

years ago, and shows no sign of happening anytime soon.  Once again, the best solution for disposing of 

the former MERC’s MSW in Maine is to redistribute it to our other waste to energy plants. 
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From the Beginning: The Waste Hierarchy and Juniper Ridge Landfill 

     We have included the statutes which lay out the State of Maine Waste Policy and Waste Hierarchy. 

When the process began in 2003 to change the West Old Town Landfill, owned by the local paper mill 

and restricted to that mill’s waste stream, into a State-owned multi-waste landfill, it was clear from the 

beginning that our Waste Hierarchy was to be followed. In testimony by George McDonald, Manager of 

the Waste Management & Recycling Program at the State Planning Office, he told the Natural Resources 

Committee what the intent was of SPO in owning this landfill. One of his bullet points: “Support the 

waste management hierarchy in the State, to the greatest extent possible.” This was on June 3rd, 2003, 

at the hearing for LD 1626, which authorized the State to own what became known as Juniper Ridge 

Landfill. 

   On June 13, 2003, SPO issued a “Request for Proposals (RFP): Contract For Landfill Operations”. On 

Page 4 of that RFP, under Scope of Services, at the top it said: “The Scope of Services under this contract 

will include those listed below. The landfill will be operated on a basis consistent with the State’s waste 

management hierarchy, which establishes the following priority for the management of wastes: Reduce, 

Reuse, Recycle, Compost, and Landfill.” Casella was the sole bidder and became JRL Operator. It was 

known to them before they bid that the Waste Hierarchy was to be zealously applied. 

     The Operating Services Agreement between the State of Maine and Casella was signed on Feb. 4, 

2004. On Page 24, section 2.13: “Waste Management Hierarchy. Casella agrees to use its best efforts to 

achieve the following goals: (a) to operate the Landfill following the State’s solid waste management 

hierarchy (reduce, reuse, recycle, compost, incinerate, landfill)”. On Page 37 of the OSA, it reads: “13.5 

Casella covenants and agrees to operate Landfill and otherwise conduct all aspects of its business at the 

Landfill in compliance with all applicable laws and regulations and permits.” Certainly Casella knew that 

the state statutes on Hierarchy would apply here. 

     On April 9, 2004 DEP issued a permit to SPO and Casella which amended the original paper mill 

landfill license when the State became owner. On Page 50 of that document it says “In signing the OSA, 

Casella agreed, in part, to use its best efforts to operate the landfill following the State’s solid waste 

management hierarchy.” This is the license being considered for amendment now. On Page 59, it says 

16. With regard to the acceptance of MSW for disposal, consistent with its proposal, the applicant: 

A. Shall not dispose of unprocessed MSW from any source other than bypass from the following 

sources: PERC incinerator in Orrington and the Maine Energy incinerator in Biddeford; waste 

delivered under an interruptible contract with PERC; or waste delivered in excess of processing 

capacity at other MSW incinerators in Maine 

       In summary, Casella knew well in advance of becoming Operator at JRL that the Waste Hierarchy 

was to be the Law of the Landfill. Their contract with the state requires compliance, as does their 

existing license. The State of Maine’s only functional State-Owned Landfill should certainly be following 

our State Waste Policy.  














































































































































































