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KVa, Basel’s Waste-Reprocessing Plant
JuliE tElFoRd

Have you ever wondered about those 
two red-and-white-painted chimneys 

protruding from the north side of Basel 
like giant candy sticks and how many 
calories they might contain? Quite a lot 
actually, because located here is Basel’s 
energy centre, the KVA, (Kerichtsverwer-
tunganlage or waste reprocessing plant).

On 11th May, seventeen Centrepoint mem-
bers spent an interesting afternoon here 
finding out how our rubbish ends up heat-
ing our houses.

Our guide, Franziska Siegrist, gave us a 
presentation on the history of the plant, 
how it works and some impressive num-
bers. For example, the first KVA in Basel 
was built in 1943 and of the 30 other 
KVAs in Switzerland, Basel’s is the most 
efficient producing around 600 GWh of 
district heating every year.

Then, kitted out with hard hats, high-viz 
jackets, safety goggles and earpieces, we 
started our tour, following what happens 
to the rubbish we put out in the blue plas-
tic BebbiSagg (taxed garbage bags) from 
start to finish.

Eight hundred tonnes of refuse are 
brought to the KVA in trucks every 
day from almost a million people and 
workplaces, road sweepings and public 
wastebins. The truckloads are weighed 
then the refuse is deposited in a huge 
bunker from where it is crane-lifted into 
one of two 25 metre-high furnaces. The 
crane-operator chooses the material-
mix carefully for optimal burning. For 
example, confetti from the huge heap 
accumulated after Fasnacht must be fed 

in gradually because it is, deliberately, a 
bad burner. Inside the furnace rubbish 
is burned every day, round-the-clock at 
1100°C, stopping only for the occasional 
overhaul. We peered through a window 
into the inferno. We avoided being roast-
ed alive only because it is amazingly well 
insulated. 

Now, all this heat and smoke does not 
just go up the chimney. IWB (Industrielle 
Werke Basel), who owns the KVA, extracts 
all the value it can out of the burning 
waste. Water in pipes wrapped around the 
furnace turns into 400°C-high-pressure 
steam that drives turbines making elec-
tricity. Then, along with energy from the 
neighbouring woodchip-burning plants 
and four smaller heat-producing works, 
the steam goes through a 120-kilometre 
network of pipes, delivering district heat-
ing to Basel’s inhabitants. By 2037, IWB 
will expand this network even more, meet-
ing 80% of Basel’s heating demands. The 
KVA also supplies steam to industry.

All that remains is slag, a fifth of the origi-
nal volume, and flue gas. The slag is taken 
to Elbisgraben landfill in Baselland where 
metals are extracted before burial. Before 
releasing the flue gas it has to be stripped 
of all its toxins and particulates to com-
ply with Switzerland’s stringent environ-
ment laws. This cleansing is a multi-step 
process to remove dust, nitrogen oxides, 
dioxin, heavy metals, etc. 

Our guide assured us that any toxins re-
leased from the chimney are well within 
the legal thresholds and virtually all that 
was left to go up the chimney was water 
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vapour. Carbon dioxide (CO
2
) is not yet 

scrubbed out, she said, but they were 
looking into it, however, it wasn’t so easy. 
Perhaps this is a reminder that our ex-
cesses can’t just be magicked away.

For further information about Basel’s 
waste-reprocessing plant and advice 
about recycling, read: 

Energy & Recycling:
https://www.iwb.ch/servicecenter/
kehrichtverwertungsanlage/ueber-die-
kva-basel 

Waste delivery: 
https://www.iwb.ch/servicecenter/
kehrichtverwertungsanlage/
abfallanlieferung

Disposing of household waste: 
https://www.tiefbauamt.bs.ch/
entsorgung-sauberkeit/abfallentsorgung.
html 
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talk and trip Reports

on tour in Rheinhafen Kleinhüningen
maaRtEN KoNiNg

People do not immediately think of Swit-
zerland as a seafaring nation yet the sea 
is closer than it seems. Centrepoint’s ex-
cursion on 25th May to the Rheinhafen 
(Rhine Harbour) Kleinhüningen and the 
Hafenmuseum/Verkehrsdreischeibe Sch-
weiz (Harbour Museum/Transport Hub 
Switzerland) made the direct connection 
with seas and oceans clear. 

The Rhine is the main artery connecting 
Basel with Europe’s largest seaports, with 
Rotterdam occupying a central position 
alongside Amsterdam, Antwerp and Mar-
seille (via canals in Belgium and France) 
and the towns on the Rhine and its tribu-
taries. Genoa, Italy, is an important des-
tination in the Mediterranean especially 
since the opening of the Gotthard tun-
nels. Today the Rotterdam-Basel-Genoa 
connection is an indispensable link in Eu-
ropean freight traffic.

At the Hafenmuseum visitor centre the 
guide, Maja Reichenbach, explained the 
development of the Rhine as a means of 
communication and transport. With the 
strong growth of shipping since the be-
ginning of the 20th century Basel built 
several ports. The oldest port was St Jo-
hann (1911), which was replaced in 2011 
by the Novartis complex and riverside 
promenade. Opposite is the Rheinhafen 
Kleinhüningen (the location of the Hafen-
museum), built in 1922 in Basel-Stadt. The 
two other ports are Birsfelden (1937) and 
the Auhafen in Muttenz (1940) in Canton 
Basel-Landschaft.

The three ports are managed by the Sch-
weizerische Rheinhäfen (Port of Swit-
zerland) with its headquarters near the 

Rheinhafen Kleinhüningen. They handle 
as much as 6.5 million tonnes of goods 
annually. About 125,000 containers of 
diverse consumer and industrial goods 
arrive at the ports every year. Kleinhü-
ningen is the main location for “dry” bulk 
goods (e.g., grain, chocolate beans, gravel, 
building materials, steel, recycling waste). 
The Auhafen in Muttenz and the port in 
Birsfelden are storage and transhipment 
sites for chemical and oil products, as well 
as some dry bulk goods and containers. 
About 80 companies employing around 
3,000 people are active in the Basel re-
gion alone, storing and further transport-
ing goods by rail, road and sometimes by 
air.   

The introduction in the museum was fol-
lowed by a tour of Rheinhafen Kleinhünin-
gen and its cranes, basins, silos, and the 
Revierzentrale (shipping control centre) 
at the entrance to the port. Although it 
lacks sea air 
and tides, 
the port acts 
as a seaport 
and customs 
border, as it 
is located at 
the Dreilän-
dereck (tri-
c o u n t r y 
point) be-
tween Swit-
z e r l a n d , 
France and 
Germany. 

Switzerland also has a sea fleet and the 
seat of the national organisation is based 
in Basel. Besides this freight and trade 
traffic Basel is also the starting and fin-
ishing point of a trip along the Rhine. 
Half of these passenger ships sail under 
a Swiss flag.

The tour concluded with a visit to the 
Hafenmuseum which provides a well-
documented historical and illustrated 
overview of the development of shipping 
on the Rhine from ancient times to the 
present.

The museum also offers boat trips in 
the harbour, a ship navigation simulator, 
special tours for children and courses on 
nautical topics. For more information, see 
https://hafenmuseum.ch/
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