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     RDF Exports To 2020 And Beyond 

Refuse-Derived Fuel (“RDF”) exports from England have risen dramatically from a standing start in 2010, driven by 
improvements in waste processing and an evident hunger for feedstock from Energy From Waste (“EfW”) facilities in 
the Netherlands, Germany etc.  The lack of appetite within the UK for this material meant that the choice rested 
between UK landfill and RDF exports.  Commercially, RDF exports proved to be the more attractive option, alongside 
the guidance of the Waste Hierarchy which considered landfill to be the least-useful option and obliged waste 
producers to move up the ladder as much as possible towards recycling / reuse options.  For a large volume of 
residual waste, particularly problematic materials such as contaminated packaging or mixed polymers, incineration 
with energy recovery represents the best available technology for resource recovery. 
 
Thus the RDF export market was 
created and the tonnages began to 
move overseas, baled and wrapped, to 
feed voracious incinerators in Europe 
and Scandinavia. 
 
Year-on-year since 2010, this export 
market has grown at an impressive 
rate.  Fig. 1 depicts rising tonnages 
and a sense that the trend is set to 
continue. 
 
While there is a market for such 
feedstock and a supply to feed it, then 
there will certainly be a continuation 
of supply and demand.  The evidence 
is that it is commercially viable to send 
RDF overseas - we (in England) have 
the waste, they (overseas) have the 
capacity to utilise it as a source of 
energy.  However, continued growth 
necessitates an increase in both the 
supply and demand sides of the 
equation.  Can this rate of growth 
continue? 
 
Seeking to answer this question, it is 
necessary, therefore, to consider both 
the push and the pull.  Looking at the 
export markets, the picture is more 
complex than simply regarding it as 
one large homogenous bloc.   
 
Fig. 2 displays a rolling growth profile 
of the key export destinations, showing  
the change in the annualised export 
tonnage to the country in question.  
The Netherlands, which had been a key 
powerhouse driving the growth in 2013 
and early 2014, then switched and 
became a drag on growth, certainly 
not helped by the fire at AEB in 
Amsterdam. 
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Fig. 1 - RDF tonnages exported from England 2010-2015 

Fig. 2 - Year-on-year RDF growth tonnage by country 



               Link2Energy Ltd (Company Registration No: 40377800) registered office is at: 1-3 Bigby Street, Brigg, North Lincolnshire DN20 8EJ. VAT Registration No. 746 1605 35. 

Into 2016, the graph indicates that the Netherlands may reverse again and provide some modest market growth.   
Germany, on the other hand, remains a strong market and has been driving much of the increase in 2015. 
 
Other countries such as Norway and Latvia are showing positive patterns.  However, there are no indications from 
Fig. 2 that the market expansion driven by the Netherlands pre-2015 is likely to be replicated by any other country.  
There is still overall market growth, though it has halved since its peak in early 2014.  New markets further from 
home, such as Cyprus and Latvia, may open up fresh opportunities, though the logistics become a factor weighing on 
the commercial attractiveness. 
 
There still remains a ’pull’, therefore, drawing RDF from England overseas.  Furthermore, fresh outlets are opening, 
or new relationships between English companies and existing EfW facilities.  The dramatic increases in demand for 
English RDF are likely to be more 
muted in 2016 and much depends on 
the domestic narrative in terms of 
indigenous options for RDF material. 
 
Fig. 3 shows figures for waste 
management from Local Authority 
(“LA”) sources, with the exception of 
the RDF Exports line which would tend 
to include more Commercial & 
Industrial (“C&I”) material though will 
contain some RDF from municipal 
sources.  The clear evidence from the 
LA data is that volumes heading to 
landfill are falling rapidly, with an 
associated increase in EfW capacity.  It 
is conceivable that some of this “LA - 
EfW” tonnage is, in fact, contributing 
to the RDF Export tonnages, so the two 
lines are not necessarily totally 
exclusive.  Nonetheless, the picture 
presented is one where material is 
being successfully diverted from 
landfill to UK-based EfW consumption. 
 
It should be noted that these figures – 
for the blue and the red line at least -  
depict municipal waste and do not 
include C&I sources.  Nonetheless, the 
extrapolation of the chart in Fig. 3 will 
have consequent impact on the whole 
market. 
 
The volume of LA waste heading to 
landfill has been steadily falling since 
2009.  Presuming this trend continues, 
it can be seen in Fig. 4 that the line  
hits the axis in 2020.  If the EfW 
capacity continues to expand, then, 
once the LA landfill feedstock has been 
commandeered for energy production, 
these facilities will need to broaden 
their horizons to ensure ongoing 
supply. 
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Fig. 3 - Local Authority waste vs RDF exports 2009-2015 

Fig. 4 - LA Landfill extrapolation to 2020 
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It is quite conceivable, therefore, from 2020 onwards, that the UK EfW market will be of such a size that there is 
theoretically no need for any UK waste to be exported as RDF.  Indeed, there may be a need to source RDF from 
overseas.  Such a view echoes the broad narrative in the industry, such as at the LetsRecycle RDF Conference in 
London in November 2015. 
 
Ultimately, market forces will play a major part in the ultimate outcome.  The total tonnages of English RDF heading 
to the Netherlands in 2015 amounted to 1.3 million tonnes.  The volume to Germany totalled nearly 0.75 million 
tonnes.  In 2020, the facilities consuming this English RDF will still need feedstock.  The market may be more 
dynamic by then, there may be more EfW sites operational in the UK competing for waste.  It seems highly unlikely 
that the facilities in Europe and Scandinavia will simply accept that the 3 million tonnes of RDF that used to come 
from England is now totally ringfenced and untouchable. 
 
Ultimately, it will be a question of whether the UK EfW facilities will be able to compete with the overseas sites in 
terms of Gate Fees.  This is not to presuppose they won’t - but nor does it suppose that the RDF export market will 
collapse in capitulation.  Before 2020, the export market is likely to remain steady, with annual volumes of between 
2.5m and 3m tonnes.  After 2020, far from marking the end of RDF exports, the market is likely to become more 
dynamic as C&I waste producers and processors refuse to be tied into long-term contracts that limit their ability to 
respond to a fast-changing landscape. 
 
 
rdf:insight is a service provided by Link2Energy Ltd, producing a suite of monthly insight based on the latest 
RDF export data.  See www.link2energy.co.uk for more details. 
 
 
 

from 

E-mail :   info@link2energy.co.uk 
Telephone: 01652 601754 
Website :  www.link2energy.co.uk 


