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SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT IN RURAL ALASKA 

2.0 Burning Waste 
It is important to note that a community is not required to burn waste. However, if the 
community chooses to separate and burn certain wastes, best management practices must be 
followed to minimize impacts to the community.  
 
Why do communities burn waste? 

• Burning separated wastes reduces the volume of waste that needs to be placed in the 
landfill, so the landfill lasts longer. 

• Since the volume of waste is reduced, less cover material is needed.  

• Burning food waste reduces animal attraction to the waste and improves landfill safety 
in areas where wild animals are a hazard. 
 

There are two methods of burning: 
 

 
 
Uncontrolled or Open Burning: 
Uncontrolled burning, also known as burning waste on the ground, is not an efficient way to 
burn waste. This method of burning does not burn the waste completely. Instead the waste 
may smolder for long periods of time, which creates hazardous smoke. These fires also produce 
uncontrolled fly ash that can start wildfires. Uncontrolled burning does not burn hot and 
thoroughly enough to prevent environmental and public health hazards.  
 
The risks and impacts of improper burning include air pollution, incomplete combustion 
(leading to the production of hazardous smoke), the need to use more landfill space, fire 
hazards, and potential public nuisances (smoke and smell).  
 
Because of the risk and negative impacts, uncontrolled or open burning of municipal waste on 
the ground is not allowed at Class III landfills. 
 
Controlled Burning: 
Controlled burning, which is burning waste within a constructed burn unit, is a more efficient 

Controlled 
Burning Uncontrolled 

Burning



 

 
Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation                              May 2021 Page | 20 
   

SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT IN RURAL ALASKA 

and safer way to burn waste. If waste is properly sorted (see “Waste Management”) and the 
burn properly managed (see “Burn Management”), a good burn unit helps ensure that the fire 
burns hot enough to reduce environmental and public health hazards. To burn effectively: 

• Waste is segregated (hazardous waste and non-burnables removed) and kept dry 

• Only dry waste is placed in the burn unit 

• Waste is only lit during favorable wind conditions 

• Waste is only lit by the operator who then monitors the fire 

• A controlled burn always includes a way to extinguish the fire as necessary 
 
Controlled burning has many benefits. The waste burns hotter, which reduces smoke 
production, yields a more complete burn, and the resulting ash does not attract animals. 
 
Controlled burning is also safer for the community than uncontrolled burning. Controlled 
burning reduces the risk of wildfires and reduces the production of hazardous smoke which can 
drift into the community and/or settle out of the air and impact subsistence resources. 
 
Three key aspects to good burning practices: 

 
These aspects are discussed in detail in the following sections.  
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