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          Subject rewiew 
Mechanical Biological Treatment (MBT) of waste represents a series of mechanical and biological processes which have the purpose to reduce the amount 
of waste that is placed on a landfill. In accordance to the ‘hierarchy of waste’ defined by the EU Waste Framework Directive, waste disposal to landfill  
represents the least desirable option.Considering the MBT process, the input component is a Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) and output components 
consist of Refuse Derived Fuel (RDF), compost and possibly the materials suitable for recycling.The quality of output components depends on the input 
waste composition.More efficient primary waste separation decreases capacity and complexity of MBT facilities.RDF offers possibility of energy 
recovery from the part of such separated fractions.MBT technology does not solve the problem of harmful substances residual in MSW narrowing the 
application of compost obtained by the biological treatment and requiring additional treatment of flue gases from RDF combustion. Comparison of the 
composition of untreated MSW and RDF obtained by the MBT process is also presented in the paper. 
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Fleksibilnost MBO postrojenja 
 

Pregledni članak 
Mehaničko biološka obrada otpada (MBO) predstavlja niz mehaničkih i bioloških postupaka koji imaju za svrhu smanjiti količinu otpada koji se odlaže na 
odlagalište što prema "hijerarhiji otpada" definiranoj Direktivom o otpadu (Waste Framework Directive) Europske Unije predstavlja najmanje poželjnu 
opciju zbrinjavanja otpada. Ulazna komponenta u MBO proces je kruti komunalni otpad (MSW), a izlazne komponente čine RDF gorivo, kompost i 
eventualno materijali pogodni za recikliranje. Kvaliteta izlaznih komponenti ovisi o ulaznom sastavu otpada. Učinkovito primarno razdvajanje otpada 
smanjuje potrebu za MBO kapacitetima. RDF nudi mogućnost energetske oporabe dijela izdvojenih frakcija. MBO tehnologije ne rješavaju problem 
štetnih tvari zaostalih u MSW, koje sužavaju primjenu komposta dobivenog biološkom obradom, a kod spaljivanja RDF-a zahtijevaju dodatne postupke 
obrade dimnih plinova. U radu je dana usporedba sastava neobrađenog MSW-a i RDF-a dobivenog odabranim MBO postupkom. 
 
Ključne riječi: hijerarhija otpada; kompost; MBO; RDF/SRF 
 
 
1  Introduction 
 

Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) is one of major 
concerns of modern civilization. Despite huge progress in 
various technologies of MSW treatment the problem of 
waste is far from being solved. Developed countries 
produce more waste but also have higher financial 
potential for its treatment. Nevertheless, successful waste 
management is not only the matter of welfare but of 
approach and choice of proper concept. That gives the 
chance to the developing and undeveloped countries 
despite their lower waste treatment funding potential. 

 

 
Figure 1 Waste hierarchy according to the EU Waste Framework 

Directive [1] 
 
Since many ingredients of waste are results of 

different technologies (packages, used products etc.) they 
contain certain amount of energy as material (plastic, 
wood, etc.), also certain amount of energy was used for its 
production. Having also in mind very complicated 
nonuniform composition of MSW all waste treatment 

technologies are dedicated to the same goal of best 
possible reuse of each ingredient of MSW establishing 
thesis that waste should not be destroyed but be source of 
valuable materials and energy. The European Union 
Waste Framework Directive (2008/98/EC) is dedicated to 
this concept introducing five step "Waste hierarchy" (Fig. 
1). Some further documents reinforced this concept and a 
few of them are as follows: Circular Economy Package 
2.0: Some ideas to complete the circle (European 
Environmental Bureau, March 2015), Review of the 6th 
Environment Action Programme and the setting of 
priorities for the 7th Environment Action Programme 
(European Parliament resolution of 20 April 2012), 
General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020: 
Living well, within the limits of our planet (European 
Commission, 2014). 

The best option is to avoid waste production and the 
worst option is waste disposal on landfill without any 
recovery, neither material nor energy [2]. All technologies 
developed and in use are practically between these two 
extreme points, including Mechanical Biological 
Treatment (MBT) of MSW. As stated in [2] "MBT is a 
residual waste treatment process that involves both 
mechanical and biological treatment". Also, "MBT 
therefore compliments, but does not replace, other waste 
management technologies…" 

There are several aims of MBT regarding waste 
hierarchy and scopes of the EU Landfill Directive 
(1999/31/EC) [2]: 
- pre-treatment of waste going to landfill i.e. 

decreasing the volume of waste disposed to landfill, 
- diversion of biodegradable municipal solid waste 

(BMW) from non-biodegradable MSW through 
mechanical sorting ensuring recycling and/or energy 
recovery through producing refuse derived fuel 
(RDF), 
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- diversion of BMW to be disposed to landfill by 
reducing dry mass and biodegrability of BMW prior 
to landfill, 

- stabilisation into Compost Like Output (CLO) used 
as soil improver but with limited application due to 
contaminating ingredients, 

- energy recovery through production of biogas and/or 
production of high calorific fuel i.e. RDF both for 
using in combined cycle plants. 

 
In Europe were built many facilities for the treatment 

of MSW based on MBT [3÷8]. 
 
2 Mechanical and biological waste treatment 

 
In the past, the MSW has mainly been deposited on 

the landfills.Because of its simplicity, such disposal has a 
low price, but it is contrary to the order of hierarchy of 
waste disposal [9, 10] and the previously mentioned EU 
waste management directives and documents. MSW 
contains mostly organic, biodegradable fraction which 
occupies 55 % of the total amount of waste [8]. Putrecible 
ingredients from organic fraction and high moisture 
content cause in anaerobic conditions on the landfills 
production of pollutants in the form of leachate and 
emission of greenhouse gases. If this organic matter is 
treated in MBT facilities stabilization of the organic 
matter is achieved [11] and undesirable effects of 
biological degradation on landfill are avoided. 
Experiments have shown that anaerobic methane potential 
(CH4) in the non-treated waste amounts from 204 NL 
kg−1dm [10, 12] to 250 NL kg−1dm (dry matter) [10], 
while by biological treatment of the same waste in the 
MBT plant during a period of 28 days, this value is 
significantly reduced to the value of 57 NL kg−1dm [10, 
11] to140 NLkg−1dm [10]. This fact speaks in favour of 
waste treatment in the MBT facilities, directly 
contributing to the reduction of biodegradable waste on a 
landfill according to the Landfill Directive adopted by the 
European Commission [10, 12, 13, 14]. 

The reduction of share of the organic fraction in the 
total amount of waste can be fulfilled in three different 
ways [10]: 
1) Separating the organic fraction on the production site 

and making of compost. 
2) Incinerating MSW in order to produce heat energy 

and elecricity and 
3) Treating MSW in MBT facility to produce stabilized 

compost that can be disposed at the landfill. 
 

3 Mechanical – biological waste treatment methods 
 

Beside separation of biodegradable waste, MBT also 
increases the amount of other sorts of recycled waste 
material [14]. 

MBT facilities use mechanical processing to separate 
different fractions of municipal solid waste, while by 
biological treatment the isolated organic fraction is 
stabilised. Biological treatment is implemented through 
anaerobic digestion or aerobic composting [14]. 

MBT facilities are divided into two basic types: 
Mechanical-Biological Pre-treatment (MBP) and 

Mechanical-Biological Stabilization (MBS) processing 
facilities [15]. 

MBP plant requires a mechanical-biological pre-
treatment that includes extraction of the organic fraction 
and its stabilization prior to disposal on a landfill, and 
also the process of recycling and the production of RDF 
fuel. 

MBS plant involves biological treatment or 
stabilization of the total amount of waste with 
simultaneous separation of materials for recycling and 
production of RDF. Stabilized residue is disposed on a 
landfill. The main objective of this process is the 
production of RDF fraction for heat energy production. 

 
4 Separation of the organic fraction from the solid 

municipal waste  
 

On the territory of EU, during one year, more than 
258 million tons of MSW that contains more than 25 % 
organic matter is produced [11]. To separate organic 
fraction from the rest of the waste, MSW entering MBT 
process passes through the process of mechanical 
separation based on the size of the waste 
particles.Regardless of the facility type, for the separation 
of organic material from the rest of the waste a drum 
sieve separation unit is mainly used as a part of the MBT 
processing unit (Fig. 2). 

 

 
Figure 2 General scheme of the organic fraction separation from the 

municipal solid waste, based on the physical separation 
 

The average size of the organic fraction particles, 
which are contained in the solid municipal waste is 8,7 
cm [11, 15].The amount of the organic fraction separated 
from the municipal solid waste depends on the diameter 
of the holes on the drum sieve. Thus, with a diameter of 
drum sieve holes of 80 mm 63,05 % of the organic 
fraction is allocated, but with the drum that contains holes 
of 30 mm in diameter, 52,6 % of organic fractions are 
allocated [11,16]. The organic fraction used as a raw 
material for composting may contain undesirable 
substances often toxic, or ones slowing down the process 
of composting, both affecting negative the quality of the 
finished compost [11]. This issue will be discussed later. 
 
4.1 Processes of the biological treatment of the organic 

fraction 
 

In MBT facilities the organic fraction of MSW is 
biologically processed through anaerobic digestion and/or 
aerobic composting. Implementation of the 
aforementioned techniques reduces amount of waste 
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disposed to landfills and increases energy and material 
recovery from the waste. 

By an aerobic treatment of the organic fraction the 
stable fraction ie. compost is obtained, which as the final 
product can be used to improve the quality of the soil or 
can be disposed on the landfill without further treatment 
(Fig. 3a). The anaerobic digestion is the principle of 
operation of the biogas facilities.This process, as raw 
material uses organic fraction extracted from MSW. The 
product obtained in this process is biogas which contains 
the methane in a significant proportion and can be used in 
co - generation facilities for heat energy and electricity 
production. 
 

 
Figure 3 General scheme of the biological treatment process.Figure 

shows the aerobic (a) and anaerobic (b) treating of the organic fraction 
 

Beside biogas in the process of anaerobic digestion 
digestate also arise, demanding to be further processed by 
aerobic composting i.e. by the aerobic treatment process 
(Fig. 3b) [11, 17]. 

Potential of methane producing in compost is reduced 
with the extension of time of composting.The reduced 
methane potential is important for compost disposal on 
landfills because stabilized compost does not require 
further treatment at the landfill, and thus does not impose 
additional costs. For comparison, the landfill where 
untreated MSW is disposed requires systems for the 
degassing and leachate collection, which along with other 
negative aspects makes such a waste management system 
completely unacceptable. 

As an example the following cases relating to the 
time of the waste stabilization are presented. Thus, in 
Italy, the process of bio–stabilisation lasts from 2 to 4 
weeks to give a medium stabilized compost [10]. In 
Austria, Germany and England compost is subjected to 
the process of bio - stabilisation for a period of 2 to 6 
months to give highly stabilized compost, which is then 
landfilled [10]. Longer process of the bio-stabilization can 
affect the economics of the process, but results in a more 
stable product. 

 
4.2 Undesirable waste products during the organic fraction 

processing 
4.2.1 Toxic substances from waste 

 
By the means of composting is understood the 

biological decomposition and stabilization of organic 

substrates under thermophilic conditions that arise as a 
result of biological activity [11, 18]. The goal of this 
process is to obtain final and stable product without 
pathogenic microorganisms. The MBT plant compost is 
obtained from the separated organic fraction of MSW 
which, as already mentioned, can contain undesirable 
substances that cannot be composted and/or potentially 
dangerous substances [11, 19]. Thus obtained and 
processed, stable compost can be used as a soil 
conditioner (CLO, Compost–Like Output). However, the 
use of such products is limited because soluble hazardous 
substances from compost may be assimilated by plants 
through the soil, and from the plants get into the human 
nutrition chain [11, 20÷23].The most responsible for the 
contamination are heavy metals from solid waste, from 
which they have not been completely removed [11]. 

Analysis of the presence of heavy metals in certain 
fractions of MSW pointed at high concentrations of 
cadmium, lead, zinc and chlorine (Tab. 1) due to presence 
of batteries, electronic waste, shoes, tires, non–packaging 
plastic and composite materials that have not been 
separated completely before waste entered MBT process 
[24÷27]. It is obvious that equipment used for separation 
cannot provide waste components containing heavy 
metals to be fully extracted. Even in the case of a well 
conducted separation process, the presence of these 
ingredients cannot be completely excluded. In the case 
where application of compost for the food production is 
expected, raw materials from a reliable source have to be 
used and its input composition must be strictly analysed. 
Therfore, MSW is far from being appropriate for this 
purpose. 

 
Table 1 Concentrations of heavy metals in each waste fraction

 
 
For example, the leather found in MSW having lead 

concentration of 115 mg/kg, per one ton of leather gives 
0,11 kg of lead. This quantity of lead can be released into 
the environment through the finished compost or through 
the RDF fuel combustion. 

 
4.2.2 Undesirable substances in compost 

 
Paper, plastic and glass residues make majority of 

undesirable substances in compost lowering its quality. 
The final stable compost contains one fifth of the 

Waste fraction Pb / mg/kg Cd / mg/kg Zn / mg/kg Hg / mg/kg Cl / %
Ferous metals 8,6 3,1 214 - -
Non-Ferous metals 59,9 3,8 30 446 - -
Paper and cardboard 23 0,4 424 0,08 0,5
Glass 2 1 50 - -
Packaging plastics 109 0,9 768 0,14 1
Non packaging films 219 1,3 730 0,16 0,6
Other plastic products 500 67,4 4381 0,24 8,5
Organic waste 37 0,4 241 0,11 0,8
Wood 105 0,9 4202 0,03 0,1
Textiles 35 1 520 0,15 0,4
Shoes 565 23,6 2918 0,14 3,6
Minerals 350 1 - - -
Packaging composites 28 0,5 204 0,02 0,5
Electronic waste 4949 328 9113 3 2
Other composite material 523 75 6361 0,05 3,7
Batteries 135 7 176 668 287 -
Leather 115 4,5 1296 0,68 2,7
Rubber 459 11,7 14 913 0,22 1,7
Diapers 36 0,2 461 0,06 0,5
Others - - - - -
Fines 10-40 mm 236 1,6 1274 0,27 0,3
Fines <10 mm 195 1,1 10 034 0,26 0,4
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undesirable substances that negatively interfere 
composting process [11]. Therefore, the additional 
treatment of already stable compost is necessary in order 
to obtain satisfactory quality requiring additional 
equipment and increasing the cost of the overall 
production process. 

Also, paper, cardboard, plastic and glass pieces make 
up one third of the total waste [11].This fraction causes 
overloading of equipment for processing of the organic 
fraction of municipal solid waste, and a high proportion of 
paper hinders the composting process due to the high 
concentration of lignin, the compound present in the 
newspaper fraction [11, 27]. Lignin is a polymer that is 
slowly biodegradable and therefore, slows down the 
whole composting process [11]. On the contrary, the 
plastic during the composting process behaves inert and 
provides greater aeration within waste, but if the compost 
is used as a soil conditioner plastic must be removed 
before final compost usage [11]. Glass has a similar effect 
as plastic during the compost treatment. If compost 
contains about 11 % of glass it can cause a major problem 
in the final product during use, if not previously removed 
[11]. Presence of metal at a concentration of 2 % in the 
compost does not pose any problems during the 
composting process. During the final processing, the 
excess traces of metals can be removed [11]. These 
materials are a valuable source of raw materials for 
recycling. Plastic contains significant energy potential, 
while glass and metals have significant potential for 
recycling. 

 
5 Waste residues treatment in the MBT plants 

 
The effectiveness of sorting MSW in the MBT 

facility depends mostly on the composition and quality of 
the material that enters the MBT process [24]. Waste 
separation on the drum sieve separator receives the rough 
and the fine fractions. The fine fraction is biologically 
treated because its content of the organic fraction [10], as 
already discussed. From the remaining rough fraction, if 
possible materials that can be recycled are separated, and 
finally the Refuse Derived Fuel (RDF) is produced with 
the lowest proportion of harmful substances [24]. RDF 
refers to a general term for a fraction that can be 
recovered and used as energy source or disposed at the 
landfill [9]. Within the RDF fraction dominate the 
components such as paper, plastic, etc. Disposing the 
RDF to the landfill does not significantly contribute to 
reducing the volume of waste on the landfill [8]. 
However, when the RDF is burned that volume is reduced 
by 95 % [8]. The most common use of RDF is co-
incineration in cement kilns where it is used as alternative 
fuel for cement production and in co-generation plants to 
produce heat energy and electricity [8, 28]. The fine 
fraction obtained from the drum sieve, and after that 
biologically treated, makes 50-60% of the total municipal 
solid waste, while the rough fraction makes of 35÷50 %, 
both by mass (Tab. 2). 

If RDF is co–incinerated, ash containing heavy 
metals is expected due to existing concentrations of heavy 
metals in RDF.These concentrations are lower than ones 
by incineration of MSW [29]. 

A special category of RDF makes a Solid Recovered 
Fuel (SRF), which differs from the RDF by the criteria of 
the heating value, content of mercury and chlorine that are 
prescribed by the EN standard 15359 and also the CEN / 
TR 343 standard. SRF categorisation has opened the 
possibility of trading this type of fuel on market, because 
mentioned standards established the energy (heating 
value), technical (chlorine) and ecological (mercury) 
quality criteria. 

 
5.1 Comparison of municipal solid waste and RDF fraction 

 
As stated before important product from MBT plants 

is RDF fraction that can be used for energy production. 
The following text gives an example of a study from 

which it can be easily seen the benefits when RDF is 
incinerated instead of MSW [8]. Described MBT plant 
facility in which the organic fraction was separated from 
the solid waste using a drum sieve (with the holes of 
diameter 80 mm) is shown in Fig. 4.The separated organic 
fraction is biologically processed and the remaining waste 
is mechanically processed to the final product, i.e. the 
RDF fuel. 
 

 
Figure 4 Scheme of MBT plant [8] 

 
The mechanical treatment consists of a manual 

separation of the recycled waste and magnetic separation 
of metals.The resulting product of such mechanical 
processing is RDF fuel that makes 42 % by weight of an 
input MSW. The composition of the input of MSW and 
RDF fuel obtained after processing in a MBT plant 
facility is shown in Tab. 2. 

 
Table 2 Fractions of municipal solid waste and RDF expressed in 

weight ratios [9]

 
 

Waste fraction MSW / % RDF / %
Organic mater 56,26 23,71
Paper and cardboard 13,8 27,91
Plastics 10,67 24,5
HDPE 0,75 0,99
PET 1,46 1,87
LDPE 5,56 10,93
Mix 2,9 10,62
PVC 0 0,08
Glass 3,28 0,48
Ferous metals 2,46 3,1
Non-ferous metals 0,5 0,61
Cellulose 4,06 5,75
Tetrabricks 1,18 2,16
Textiles 3,57 8,65
Wood 1,33 2,18
Rubber 0,24 0,03
Batteries 0,01 0
Garden wastes 1,84 0,14
Electronics 0,12 0,34
Building wastes 0,69 0,48
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There is a significant difference in the composition of 
MSW and RDF, especially regarding the organic 
fractions, whose content dropped from over half in MSW 
to approximatelly one fifth in RDF. 

The organic fraction in RDF fuel is not desirable 
because of high share of water which reduces the heating 
value of fuel. It is clear from Tab. 2 that paper and plastic 
dominate in RDF content increasing its heating value [8]. 
However, it is much more appropriate to extract paper and 
cardboard from the RDF fractions and use them in 
recycling [30]. Also, as a result of MBT from the input 
MSW are removed other non-combustible parts such as 
glass, batteries, garden waste and construction waste. 

Some studies suggest that a presence of a higher 
water content in the RDF composition, beside lowering 
the heating value, causes the appearance of higher 
concentrations of harmful gases during combustion, such 
as CO, SO2,NO and NO2[8, 31]. However, it can be noted 
that in the process of mechanical treatment watercontent 
is reduced by about 50 % [8]. Another important criterion 
is the ability of waste to burn alone or with the help of 
additional fuel, when we talk about co-incineration. This 
criterion is established by Tanner triangle (Fig. 5) which 
shows that waste can be combusted without additional 
fuel if its water content is less than 50 %, the share of 
non-combustible substances (ash) is less than 60 %, and 
the proportion of combustible material (carbon C) higher 
than 25 % [32]. This fact puts burning of RDF far beyond 
than burning of untreated MSW. 

The composition of the non-combustible fractions of 
waste has to be known, because ash produced in 
combustion process contains residues of heavy metals 
such as zinc, cadmium and mercury, demanding proper 
disposal of ash separated from flue gas. 
 

 
Figure 5 Diagram of Tanner triangle shows minimum conditions for 

independent fuel burning 
 

RDF produced in previously described MBT process 
(Fig. 4) contains about 10 % of the non-combustible part 
i.e. ash, while the MSW contains approximatelly 15 % of 
non-combustible ingredients [8]. This fact speaks in 
favour of RDF as fuel instead of untreated MSW [8, 30, 
34]. 

In Tab. 3 is given a proportion of heavy metals in the 
input MSW, with share of 50 % of organic matter, 
compost and RDF with a share of 25 % organic matter. 
The experimental results [8] have shown that the 
municipal solid waste and RDF fuel, although they differ 
in heating values, can be both considered as a fuel 
because their lower energy values exceed 7000 kJ/kg 
[8,34]. 

The lower heating value of RDF is 16 661 kJ/kg of 
RDF, while for MSW it is 8326 kJ/kg of waste [8]. 

 
Table 3 Overview of the presence of heavy metals in the organic 

fraction of MSW, compost and RDF fraction

 
 
In the literature, various lower heating values of 

MSW can be met, such as 8326 kJ/kg on Taiwan [8], 
2855 kJ/kg up to 6710 kJ/kg in China [8, 34], 
11 575 kJ/kg in the United States [8, 35], 10 600 kJ/kg in 
UK [9, 36] and 9999 kJ/kg in India [8]. For the RDF, such 
values are 10 110 kJ/kg in Italy and 13 733 kJ/kg for 
Taiwan [8].The different lower heating values of MSW as 
well as of RDF are result of their different compositions, 
especially emphasized heating values of MSW. The 
higher heating values of RDF fuel, obtained by the 
described process, have value of about 20 583 kJ/kg [8, 
33]. 

 
6  Conclusion 

 
MBT is a set of technological operations of waste 

treatment which can result in various final products and is 
in accordance with the aims of the waste hierarchy. 
Concept of the MBT of waste enables selection of the best 
order of waste processing depending on the input waste 
composition offering optimal results of the waste 
processing. Products of MBT vary from RDF/SRF to the 
stable organic components that can be disposed on 
landfills or, under certain circumstances, can be used as 
soil conditioners (CLO). Also, separation and recycling of 
useful materials is possible, but these materials are not so 
valuable as they were primary selected.The complexity of 
the selected MBT technology depends on the input 
composition of MSW that is a direct consequence of how 
successful primary selection of waste was. All MBT 
technologies comply with goals of the waste hierarchy 
especially minimizing the volume of waste disposed on 
the landfill. Furthermore, MBT products disposed to 
landfill do not need any additional treatment since they 
are already biologically stabilized. RDF/SRF components 
were also prepared in accordance with the standards for 
the energy use and are much more suitable for 
incineration than untreated MSW. Unfortunately, there 
are problems that any MBT technology of MSW 
processing does not solve as first the presence of harmful 
substances, especially heavy metals and presence of 
recyclable ingredients, both as result of unefficient 
primary selection of MSW. MBT is a compromise 
between two extremes, complete primary selection of 
waste and disposal of untreated MSW to landfill. 

Organic fraction within:  Pb / g / t  Cd / g/t Hg / g/ t
Municipal solid waste 18,5 0,2 0,05
Compost 16,2 0,1 0,02
RDF 2,3 0,1 0,03
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