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Abstract

Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar stand at the cusp of a transformative boom in waste‑to‑energy (WtE), driven by mounting waste generation, net‑zero ambitions, and diversification agendas. Together, they generate over 20 million tonnes of municipal solid waste annually, compelling policymakers to divert from landfills while tapping a new energy source. Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 aims to divert 90% of waste, with 16% converted to energy by 2040, while Qatar and the UAE already operate large facilities. These projects promise dual benefits: reducing landfill dependency and generating power for growing urban hubs.

Yet WtE is not a magic wand. High capital costs, feedstock variability, and operational complexity demand rigorous planning. Without upstream segregation and recycling, incinerators risk burning valuable recyclables and undermining circular economy goals. GCC governments must integrate WtE with complementary solutions (waste reduction, source segregation, recycling, composting) underpinned by strong regulation and public engagement. They must also ensure that WtE complements rather than substitutes preventative strategies and material recovery efforts.

WtE offers a strategic lever for sustainability only as part of a circular‑economy ecosystem. Treating it as a standalone fix risks locking the region into expensive infrastructure that contradicts its own environmental ambitions.
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