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1.  ABSTRACT 

As a matter of fact, in the past, many mixed municipal solid waste MSW composting plants in various Countries 
aimed at producing compost for use in farmlands. For instance, in France in 1998,  7% of MSW (1,9 million tonnes 
out of 26,5 million tonnes) was reportedly being composted  in 77 sites for mixed MSW composting [7].  

The strategy of producing compost from mixed MSW has rarely been successful, and marketing conditions have 
always shown to be difficult, to say the least. Farmers seldom have trusted mixed MSW compost to be used in 
farmland applications (with some exceptions in South Europe due to the need for soil improvers to restore fertility); 
furthermore, increased sensitivity on issues pertaining to safe production of commodities, and the subsequent 
tightening of standards for materials suitable for application onto farmlands are making the possible use of mixed 
MSW compost more and more difficult. 

 

2.  APPLICATION OF LOW-GRADE COMPOST FROM MIXED MSW ON LAND 

As a matter of fact, in the past, many mixed MSW composting plants in various Countries aimed at 
producing compost for use in farmlands. For instance, in France in 1998, 7% of MSW (1,9 million tonnes 
out of 26,5 million tonnes) was reportedly being composted  in 77 sites for mixed MSW composting [7].  

The strategy of producing compost from mixed MSW has rarely been successful, and marketing 
conditions have always shown to be difficult, to say the least. Farmers seldom have trusted mixed MSW 
compost to be used in farmland applications (with some exceptions in South Europe due to the need for 
soil improvers and organic matter to restore fertility); furthermore, increased sensitivity on issues 
pertaining to safe production of commodities, and the subsequent tightening of standards for materials 
suitable for application onto farmlands are making the possible use of mixed MSW compost more and 
more difficult. 

Many facilities treating unsorted MSW to produce compost are therefore being closed, or more frequently 
converted into biological treatment of residual waste prior to landfilling, or partly upgraded to composting 
of source separated biowaste.  

In Germany, a late 2004 survey more than 50 MBT plants showing an overall capacity of around 5.5 
million tpa. This proves that even in Countries where source separation and composting have already 
undergone a long implementation, and are a cornerstone of integrated waste management, MBT is still 
growing as a suitable waste management option, alongside incineration, to fulfil requirements of 
environmentally sound management of landfills required by the EU Landfill Directive.  

Also in Italy, in the past, many mixed MSW composting plants aimed at producing compost for field 
crops. In recent years, around 30 plants had been reported [9], whose  overall capacity for mixed MSW  in 
1997  was around 1.650.000 tpa. Many of those plants have been shut down in past years; subsequently 
many others  have not been fully completed.  
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Such shortcomings were primarily due to: 

• poor environmental conditions (odour-treatment systems missing),  

• poor process management (with production of immature compost) and, most of times 

• problems related to the targeted strategy for end use of compost from mixed MSW 

Also in Italy, as in France, many facilities treating unsorted MSW to produce compost are therefore  
converted into biological treatment of residual waste prior to landfilling, or partly upgraded to composting 
of source separated biowaste.  

 

3.  SUITABILITY OF STABILISED MATERIALS FROM MIXED MSW FOR LAND 
APPLICATION 

Besides the possible application of MBT to stabilise waste before landfilling or to increase its calorific 
value, MBT in some European Countries often shows also a particular approach, aiming  at the production 
and use of soil improvers (“Grey compost” or “Stabilised Organic Fraction”, S.O.F.)  for restricted 
applications such as reclamation of landfill or mining sites, rehabilitation of polluted soils, anti-noise 
barriers, landscaping activities, etc.  

It has to be mentioned that the huge need of organic matter in Mediterranean weather and cropping 
conditions, implies the need of keeping high-quality compost from source separated materials only for 
application in cropping and gardening.  

Some Regions and Provinces in Italy have already issued guidelines and/or technical regulations to 
consider the use of Stabilised Organic Fractions, after refining, for land reclamation (Favoino, 1998); their 
principles have been endorsed also by a draft national regulation expected to be issued in the near future. 
Such regulations consider one-off applications with high loads (up to 200 t/ha) in order to promote 
biological activities in surface soil layers on exploited mines, slopes to be consolidated, anti-noise barriers, 
etc. As for restrictions on use, regulations address above all the need to check: 

• load of heavy metals and 

• load of nitrogen   

Loads have to be calculated in order to stay within maximum concentration of potential toxic elements 
PTE in the soil (considering also a safety factor) and to prevent massive release of nitrogen to the 
groundwater.  

We should also remark that  the EC Working Paper for the Directive on  Biological Treatment of 
Biodegradable Waste considers possible restricted applications – subject to licensing - for such materials, 
since it reads: “Member States may authorise the use of stabilised biowaste fulfilling the requirements of 
Annex III as a component in artificial soils or in those land applications that are not destined to food and 
fodder crop production [such as final landfill cover with a view to restoring the landscape, landscape 
restoration in old and disused quarries and mines, anti-noise barriers, road construction, golf courses, ski 
slopes, football pitches and the likes]”. 

The foregoing points towards the possibility to consider such materials for applications which sometimes 
require very high amounts of soil improvers; this would also make the overall potential production of soil 
improvers (coming from both separate collection and mechanical separation) match the  need for organic 
matter; as a matter of fact, the possibility of a restricted use of “grey compost” coming from mixed MSW 
for land reclamation and landscaping may keep  composted products  of high quality from source 
separated feedstocks for “safe” application onto farmlands.  
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4.  CONCLUSION 

Concepts for environmentally safe soil application of stabilised organic waste include the use of this 
material only in restricted areas with a controlled application similar to the use of sewage sludge. All trials 
to build up a real market for those compost-like material made from mixed municipal solid or stabilised 
waste in Europe haven't proven to be successful until now. In future this will become more and more 
difficult. Rising quality awareness of customers and soil protection arguments combined with 
precautionary legislation will result in increasing image and acceptance problems of these materials made 
from unsorted waste.  

Those countries which rely on clean sources for the composting processes based on separately collected 
organic residues show a success story. The high quality compost have established themselves on the 
market as a competitive product to other soil improvers and organic fertilisers. In most cases the demand 
for those high quality composts exceeds the supply. 

 


