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Abstract: Glass in mixed municipal solid waste (MSW) is often lost for recycling. Glass
recovery from incineration bottom ash (IBA) after MSW incineration (MSWI) is technically
feasible by sensor-based sorting, but rarely applied. Especially IBAs from fluidized bed
combustion contain high recoverable glass amounts, but upgrading this glass is required for
recycling in the packaging glass industry. This study examines different upgrading setups
based on sensor-based sorting to improve the glass quality from two Austrian fluidized bed
IBAs. Sensor-based sorting removed extraneous material like ceramic, stones, porcelain,
metals, and lead glass. The fractions produced were characterized by manual sorting
and X-ray fluorescence analysis. The glass fractions before upgrading contained 85–89%
glass, of which 67% and 83% could be recovered after four sorting steps. Previous sieving
caused high glass losses and is therefore not recommended. By sensor-based sorting, the
extraneous material contents were lowered from 13% and 9% in the two IBAs to below
2.2%. Four-step upgrading could even ensure extraneous material contents <0.11% and
Pb contents <200 mg/kg. Although limit values for packaging glass recycling were still
exceeded, this study shows that upgrading of glass recovered from fluidized bed IBAs
suggests a novel opportunity to enhance closed-loop glass recycling, thereby reducing the
amount of landfilled glass.

Keywords: circular economy; waste glass; glass recycling; municipal solid waste
incineration; incineration bottom ash; fluidized bed combustion; mechanical treatment;
sensor-based sorting

1. Introduction
Glass is a versatile and durable material, widely used in applications ranging from

packaging to construction [1]. Although primary glass production is very material- and
energy-intense, the ecological advantage of glass lies in its infinite recyclability without
quality loss [2,3]. Several recycling options for waste glass, including both closed- and
open-loop processes, are available and investigated in the literature [4,5]. For example,
glass cullet can be used in foam glass production [6–8] or in other fields of the construction
sector [9–13]. Yet, closed-loop recycling in the packaging glass industry is seen as the most
desirable recycling path, since this saves raw materials and energy, and the material can
be utilized as such [14]. Using 10% crushed glass (cullet) in packaging glass recycling
allows for 2.0–3.0% energy savings in the process [15–17]. To ensure high quality and
avoid process disturbances, recycling in the packaging glass industry requires strict quality
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standards regarding the content of extraneous material, like ceramic, stones, porcelain,
and other non-glass mineral-based material (CSP) or metal pieces and heavy metals [1,18].
Therefore, waste glass cullet has to be processed in multi-stage treatment, including color
sorting, sieving, and removal of extraneous material [19]. Whereas sensor-based sorting
using the visible light spectrum (VIS) is applied for the distinction between different colors
and extraneous material, lead glass can be removed by utilization of ultraviolet (UV) light
or X-ray fluorescence (XRF) [20–22].

The foundation for high-grade recycling is the separate collection of waste glass, which
is well-developed in the European Union (EU) [14,23]. This already secured the required
recycling rate for packaging glass above 75% in 2022 in the EU, which is the value set as
a recycling target as of 2030 [24,25]. Yet, 20% of the glass was not collected separately in the
EU in 2022 [26]. In single EU countries like Hungary, Greece, or Portugal, the packaging
glass collection rates were significantly lower, accounting for 22–51% [26]. Globally, high
landfill rates and clearly lower recycling rates, around 35%, are reported for container
glass [27,28]. This also counts for highly industrialized countries like the United States
or Japan [28,29].

Glass that is not collected separately is primarily disposed of in mixed municipal
solid waste (MSW). Besides the improvement of separate collection, glass recovery from
mixed MSW is a measure to make glass still available for recycling [2,30]. This can be
realized by mechanical biological treatment plants, but this process is only applied to
portions of the mixed MSW in single countries [31–33]. Usually, mixed MSW is predom-
inantly either landfilled or incinerated in the EU [34]. After MSW incineration (MSWI),
glass remains as a solid residue in the mineral fraction of the incineration bottom ash
(IBA) [35–37]. Depending on factors like the state of separate collection in a country,
varying glass shares of 5–30% contained in IBA from grate incineration, which is the pre-
dominant MSWI technology, are reported [38–41]. Even higher glass amounts (up to 47%)
were determined in IBA from fluidized bed combustion, which is a subordinate MSWI
technology but highly used in single countries, such as Austria [37]. In contrast to metals,
which are recovered from IBA to a substantial amount, thereby contributing to higher metal
recycling rates, glass in mixed MSW is usually not recovered from IBAs [42,43]. The glass
in IBAs is landfilled to a large extent or, in the case of recycling of the mineral fraction of
IBAs, utilized as mineral material, for example in the construction sector [44,45]. In both
cases, the glass is lost for closed-loop recycling.

Nevertheless, glass recovery from IBA is technically possible by sensor-based sorting,
as shown in studies by Makari [46] and Mühl et al. [47]. Whereas Makari [46] only examined
glass from grate IBA and did not delve into detail regarding recoverable amounts, glass
quality, or utilization paths, Mühl et al. [47] investigated pilot-scale glass recovery from
three different IBAs from grate incineration and from three others from fluidized bed
incineration. The latter study found that comparatively low amounts of glass not suitable
for glass recycling can be recovered from grate IBA. Significantly higher glass amounts
in better quality could be recovered on a pilot scale from the fluidized bed IBAs (FB-
IBAs) investigated. Based on these findings, an industrial Austrian IBA treatment plant
was expanded and equipped with a sensor-based glass sorter. Additional work by Mühl
et al. [48] showed that this glass sorter is capable of industrially recovering high glass
amounts from FB-IBA, amounting to 300 kg of pure glass per ton of IBA input, but no
glass from grate IBA could be recovered industrially. However, the requirements of the
packaging glass industry were not met by the glass recovered from FB-IBA in both studies,
and further upgrading of the glass fraction was suggested but not investigated by the
authors. Additionally, the detailed composition of glass fractions from FB-IBAs has not
been thoroughly investigated yet, and no data is available on the chemical composition
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of glass cullet derived from IBA. Hence, it remains unclear which glass quality can be
achieved after upgrading and whether upgraded glass from FB-IBA is suitable for closed-
loop recycling.

To close this research gap, glass fractions industrially recovered from FB-IBAs were up-
graded by additional sensor-based sorting in different upgrading setups. The performance
of the upgrading processes was evaluated and it was examined whether the produced glass
fractions could meet the requirements of the packaging glass industry. Therefore, material
fractions produced from the upgrading processes were characterized by determining their
macroscopic composition and heavy metal content, focusing especially on the Pb content.
Thereby, this work strives to answer the following research questions:

• Which quality can be achieved by different upgrading setups of glass fractions recov-
ered from FB-IBA?

• Do the glass fractions after upgrading meet the requirements for recycling in the
packaging glass industry?

• Can lead glass be successfully removed by upgrading?

By answering these questions, this study aims to identify new opportunities for closed-
loop glass recycling, simultaneously reducing the amount of landfilled glass. Most of these
examinations are assessed and published for the first time since hardly any data about
glass from MSWI, particularly from fluidized bed combustion, is available.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Glass Fractions Used for Upgrading

Two glass fractions from FB-IBAs from two different fluidized bed MSWI plants in
Austria were used to address the research issues. The glass fractions were generated
by industrial IBA treatment at the Austrian treatment plant of the Brantner Österreich
GmbH (Austria) company. This plant has already been investigated several times and
includes wet treatment in a jig and multiple metal separation steps [40,49]. After ex-
aminations by Mühl et al. [47], the Brantner treatment plant was expanded in 2021, as
described and illustrated with a treatment scheme in Mühl et al. [48]. By now, glass
fractions can also be recovered from FB-IBAs on an industrial scale. The plant extension
includes additional metal separation and glass removal. The glass separator in operation is
a Mogensen MSort AX type for sensor-based glass sorting of wet cullet using optical light.
The two glass fractions investigated are referred to as FB-IBA B and C, according to the
FB-IBAs, which they are recovered from in analogy to Mühl et al. [47], where these FB-IBAs
were already examined. Information on the MSWI plants, where these IBAs stem from, is
given by Mühl et al. [47]. These two FB-IBAs were chosen for the experiment to determine
possible differences in the glass fractions, for instance, caused by varying MSWI input
and incineration temperature. Whereas FB-IBA C derives from an MSWI plant where
pretreated MSW is incinerated almost solely, in the plant producing FB-IBA B also mixed
MSW, industrial, commercial, and bulky waste is used as a fuel [47]. Furthermore, the
MSWI plant of FB-IBA C works with a comparatively low incineration temperature, which
will be discussed further below in Section 3.4 [1] (personal communication , 2024). Pictures
of the two glass fractions before upgrading are given in the Supplementary Material (Figure
S1).

Sampling of the glass fraction FB-IBA C was conducted in the course of the industrial-
scale treatment experiment described by Mühl et al. [48]. In this work, one IBA from
fluidized bed combustion was industrially treated, thereby also producing a glass fraction,
accounting for 35% of the total IBA amount treated. 47 samples of this glass fraction were
collected during a treatment time of more than eight hours. For sampling, a large tarp
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(1 m × 1.5 m) was held under the falling material stream in accordance with Gerlach and
Nocerino [50]. Thereby, 440 kg of sample mass was collected for this study.

The second glass fraction from FB-IBA B was generated analogously to FB-IBA C
in a separate industrial treatment and sampling run. Since this treatment run was not
investigated in such detail, the share of glass fraction produced relative to the IBA treated
is not known in this case. The same procedure as for FB-IBA C was used to obtain samples
of the glass fraction, but sampling was carried out within 100 min. 33 samples, accounting
for 330 kg, were taken during this time.

2.2. Upgrading of the Glass Fractions

The glass fractions FB-IBA B and C from the industrial treatment, which are primarily
of particle size >9 mm [48], were further upgraded to determine if the requirements of
the packaging glass industry could be met thereafter. For the upgrading, sensor-based
glass sorting was applied using the VIS- and UV-based sorter CLARITY by Binder + Co
AG (Gleisdorf, Austria), which is shown in the Supplementary Material (Figure S2). This
sorting machine can simultaneously remove various types of extraneous material from
the glass cullet. In only one sorting step metals, CSP, lead glass and heat-resistant glass
can be detected based on sensor-fusion and ejected from the glass cullet by compressed
air [46,51]. Thereby, each sorting step produces a fraction enriched in glass, referred to as
GL fractions, and one fraction containing extraneous material, referred to as EM fractions.
Two different upgrading setups were used and compared. For these setups, the glass
fractions from industrial treatment were split into halves, and one half was used for each of
them. In the first upgrading setup, referred to as US_I–IV, glass separation was applied
consecutively in multiple upgrading steps to the unsieved glass fractions. In the second
upgrading setup, US_8–16, the aim was to examine the effect of previous sieving of the
glass fraction before applying a single glass separation step. The upgrading setups are
described in the following section and are shown in Figure 1.

2.2.1. Upgrading Setup US_I–IV: Multi-Step Upgrading of Unsieved Glass Fractions

In experiment US_I–IV the glass fractions from industrial IBA treatment were consecu-
tively fed four times into sensor-based sorting to eject extraneous material. The extraneous
material removed from the glass fraction by negative sorting was collected and weighed.
The glass fraction was weighed and fed into the glass sorter again.

As it was the aim of this experimental setup to produce a glass fraction complying
with the requirements of the packaging glass industry, the expected number of upgrading
runs necessary was determined in advance. From reference data by Mühl et al. [47], who
reported up to 13% CSP and 1% metals in the glass fractions generated by pilot-scale
treatment, it was assumed that the strict regulations for packaging glass require more than
one additional sorting step. To estimate the number n of upgrading steps necessary for
meeting the limit values, the following Equation (1) was used:

logRC

(
LV
EM

)
= n (1)

In this equation, RC is the residual content of extraneous material after each sorting
step. In this case, it was assumed that each upgrading run reduces the content of extraneous
material by 90%, thereby resulting in RC being 0.1 (10%). LV stands for the limit value
given in Bundesverband Glasindustrie e.V. et al. [18] for CSP and metals (0.002% for CSP,
0.0003% for non-ferrous metals, and 0.0002% for ferrous metals). EM is the content of
extraneous material reported by Mühl et al. [47]. The highest value determined for n was
3.6, which was calculated for FB-IBA B with 8.8% of CSP (EM), compared to the limit value
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of 0.002% (LV). Therefore, four additional upgrading runs were applied to the glass in the
present study.
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After the first glass removal step, the glass fraction was split to obtain a reference
sample to characterize the glass composition. Glass fractions produced in this upgrading
setup are referred to as GL I–IV, according to the number of upgrading runs and extraneous
material fractions are denoted as EM I–IV accordingly. The extraneous material from every
sorting step as well as the glass fractions from the fourth and the first sorting step after
splitting were used for characterization.

2.2.2. Upgrading Setup US_8–16: Single-Step Upgrading of Sieved Glass Fractions
8–16 mm

As reported by Šyc et al. [40], processing of narrower particle size fractions of IBA
is more efficient and, therefore, shows better results. According to Peukert et al. [51] and
Wotruba and Harbeck [52], the largest particles should not exceed three times the size
of the smallest particles. Since the glass fractions from industrial IBA treatment mainly
contain particles of 8–35 mm, this requirement is not fulfilled. To evaluate the benefits
of sensor-based glass sorting from a narrower particle size fraction, upgrading of sieved
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glass fractions was also examined. Therefore, the industrially produced glass fractions
from FB-IBA B and C were sieved with a vibrating screen (FleXiever mini screener, SMO
LLC). First, a 16 mm sieve deck was used. Subsequently, the material <16 mm was sieved
with an 8 mm sieve deck. All particle size fractions produced, i.e., <8 mm, >16 mm, and
8–16 mm, were collected and weighed. The particle size fraction 8–16 mm was used for
comparative single-step upgrading with the sensor-based glass sorter since this fraction
contains the highest glass shares [37]. The outputs of the sorter, GL 8–16 and EM 8–16, were
weighed and used for characterization.

2.3. Fractions’ Compositions and Material Flows

The compositions of the fractions of both upgrading setups were either determined by
manual sorting of the material >4 mm or calculated using material flow analysis based on
Brunner and Rechberger [53].

2.3.1. Manual Sorting

For the manual sorting of the glass fractions, the standard EN 933-11 [54] recommends
manually sorting of at least 1000 particles of each fraction. Depending on the particle
size fractions, this corresponds to 0.5 kg (fraction < 8 mm), 2 kg (8–16 mm), and 10 kg
(16–32 mm) of sample mass. These masses were obtained by sieving with a HAVER EML
450 digital plus N test sieve shaker, using 4, 8, and 16 mm meshes, followed by fractional
shoveling to reduce sample masses. If the masses available for sorting were below the
masses required by the standard, the total sample mass available was used for sorting.
Fractions from upgrading setup US_8–16 were only sieved with a 4 mm mesh to remove
fine material and dust before sorting, as they were already sieved before glass removal.
According to their visual appearance, the particles > 4 mm were sorted into glass of
different colors (clear, green, amber); other glass, including glass of other colors, molten
glass agglomerates or highly tarnished glass; metals; and non-glass mineral-based material
(CSP), which contains ceramic, stones, porcelain, building material (e.g., concrete, brick),
and molten agglomerates. Throughout this work, non-glass mineral-based extraneous
material is summarized as CSP.

2.3.2. Material Flow Analysis

During the course of the upgrading setups, all fractions were weighed to create
material flow analyses, which allowed for an evaluation of the upgrading processes. Addi-
tionally, the compositions of fractions that were not sorted manually could be calculated,
using the software STAN, version 2.6.801. This was applied to the input glass fractions
before upgrading and to the fractions GL II and GL III of US_I–IV. Through material flow
analysis, the Pb content in the glass input (GL 0) could also be calculated after XRF analysis.

2.4. Chemical Analysis of the Fractions
2.4.1. XRF and Cr(VI) Analysis

To determine the elemental composition of the fractions produced, XRF analysis was
used. This is important to detect heavy metals like Pb, Cd and Hg, which are restricted in
glass cullet in the packaging glass industry [18]. For the XRF analysis, subsamples were
comminuted to <500 µm by crushing and milling, which is detailed in the Supplementary
Material (Section S1.3.1). The powder < 500 µm was pressed into pellets and analyzed with
a hand-held XRF analyzer, type ThermoScientific Niton XL3t GOLDD+ with Portable Test
Stand (testing mode “TestAll Geo”). Each sample was measured four times, and the results
were averaged. The share of the tableting aid, which dilutes the analytes, was considered
by dividing the results by 0.8. For results below the detection limit, the measurement value
was assumed to be the standard deviation.
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The three milled glass fractions of each FB-IBA (GL I, GL IV, and GL 8–16) were also
analyzed for their content of Cr(VI) by total digestion in accordance with the standards EN
13656:2002-12 [54] and DIN 38405-52 [55], as this parameter is requested by the packaging
glass industry.

2.4.2. Determination of Lead Glass by UV-C Light

To estimate if lead glass contributes substantially to the Pb content in the glass fractions,
the share of lead glass shards in the glass fractions was determined. Thereby, it could be
approximated which Pb concentration results from the lead glass. This concentration was
compared to the results of the XRF analysis. Detection of lead glass shards was done
using a UV-C lamp with a wavelength of 254 nm (type analytikjena UVS-26P), as lead glass
shines purple when exposed to this light [56,57]. A picture of this effect is shown in the
Supplementary Material (Figure S5). Only the clear glass fractions after manual sorting
were investigated since lead glass is typically clear. The mass of lead glass detected in each
fraction i (mLG,i) was weighed. It was estimated that lead glass contains 15–25% of Pb [4,58].
Thereby, an expectated range of the Pb concentration cPb,i in each glass fraction i could be
calculated using the masses of the total glass fractions (mGF,i) and Equation (2), where x is
the share of Pb in lead glass (estimation range 0.15–0.25):

cPb,i = x ∗ mLG,i

mGF,i
(2)

The concentration range calculated was further compared to the Pb results determined
by XRF analysis.

3. Results and Discussion
The following sections present and discuss the major results regarding material flows,

fractions’ compositions, and chemical analysis. Additional and related values can be found
in the Supplementary Material (Section S2).

3.1. Material Flows of the Upgrading Setups

In the following, the material flows of the upgrading setups US_I–IV and US_8–16 are
shown as Sankey diagrams. Figure 2 presents the material flows of the four-step upgrading
of glass conducted in setup US_I–IV. The results are normalized to 1 ton of input material.

Figure 2 shows that 85% (FB-IBA B) and 89% (FB-IBA C) per ton of glass fraction fed
into the upgrading are glass. After four consecutive glass removal steps, very clean glass
fractions could be produced, containing almost no extraneous material or metals. However,
per ton of input, 0.29 t (FB-IBA B) and 0.15 t (FB-IBA C), which account for 34% and 17% of
the glass contained in the glass fractions, are lost in the extraneous material fractions after
the four-step upgrading. In total, 57% (FB-IBA B) and 74% (FB-IBA C) of the total material
input fed into the upgrading could be obtained as pure glass. More than 99% of CSP and
metals were separated into extraneous material fractions.

The material flows of the single-step upgrading with previous sieving of the glass
fractions (US_8–16) are given in Figure 3.

In setup US_8–16, similar glass shares were determined in the input material as in
US_I–IV (86% and 88%). Per ton of input, 0.440 t (44% of the input) and 0.56 t (56% of the
input) of glass could be enriched in the upgraded glass fraction 8–16 mm (GL 8–16) in the
case of the FB-IBA B and C, respectively. Since FB-IBA B contains 86% and FB-IBA C 88%
of glass, this accounts for 51% (FB-IBA B) and 64% (FB-IBA C) of the total glass fed into
the sieving and glass removal. Through sieving of 1 t of glass fraction, 276 kg of glass in
FB-IBA B were lost in the fractions >16 mm and <8 mm, as these particle size fractions also
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contain glass. Additionally, 141 kg of glass were missorted into the extraneous material
8–16 mm (EM 8–16). In total, 417 kg, which account for 49% of the glass, were lost during
the upgrading of FB-IBA B. Regarding the upgrading of one ton of glass fraction from
FB-IBA C, 294 kg of glass were lost in the sieved fractions. Together with 21 kg removed
with the extraneous fraction 8–16 mm, 315 kg of glass, which corresponds to 36% of the
glass input, are no longer available in the produced glass fraction 8–16 mm of FB-IBA C.
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Regarding sieving of the input material before glass removal, approximately a third of
the glass (32% of FB-IBA B and 33% of FB-IBA C) was separated into the sieved fractions
>16 mm and <8 mm in both cases. Hence, sieving causes a substantial loss of glass if
glass is not removed from the other particle size fractions as well. Concerning extraneous
material in US_8–16, only 10 kg and 7 kg of CSP were found in the glass fractions 8–16 mm
(GL 8–16) of FB-IBA B and C, respectively. In both cases, 92% of the extraneous material
were removed from the glass fraction 8–16 mm by sieving and glass separation.

3.2. Compositions of the Glass Fractions

Figure 4 presents the compositions of the glass fractions produced in the two upgrad-
ing setups. Further data on the composition of particle size fractions or extraneous material
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fractions, respective numerical values and pictures of the manually sorted material are
given in the Supplementary Material (Section S2).
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(below) per 1 ton of glass fraction as input material.

On the left side in Figure 4 the compositions of the glass fractions before upgrading
are depicted, which are referred to as “GL 0” therein. These values are the mean value
of the compositions calculated from both upgrading setups. The input fractions GL 0
contain mostly clear glass (56–58%), followed by green glass (21–26%). The content of
amber glass does not exceed 3%, which can be traced back to the fact that amber glass
in Austria is primarily used for beer bottles, which are predominantly part of a deposit
refund system and therefore not disposed of in MSW. A total of 3–5% of “other glass” was
found in the glass fractions. FB-IBA B contains more “other glass” and CSP than FB-IBA C.
Extraneous material (CSP and metals) made up 13% (FB-IBA B) and 9% (FB-IBA C) in total
before upgrading. After upgrading, the lowest CSP content determined was 0.1% for both
IBAs after four-step upgrading. The metal contents were in the range of 0.004–0.04% after
upgrading with the lowest content achieved in single-step upgrading of US_8–16.
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The fraction residues < 4 mm is given in all results but is not further examined, as it
can be expected that this fraction can be easily removed by sieving or appropriate dust
extraction during an industrial upgrading process.
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3.3. Results of Chemical Analysis of the Fractions
3.3.1. Results of XRF and Cr(VI) Analysis

Pb, Cd, Hg, and Cr(VI) are limited to 200 mg/kg in the packaging glass industry and
were therefore analyzed [18]. The results can be found in the Supplementary Material
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(Table S6). For Cd, Hg and Cr(VI) all measurements were determined to be below the
detection limits, which correspond to 15 mg/kg (Cd), 13 mg/kg (Hg), and 2 mg/kg (Cr(VI)),
respectively. For Cd and Hg the detection limit was calculated by three times the standard
deviation [59]. Only in the case of Pb were relevant concentrations measured, which are
depicted in Figure 5. Therefore, Pb is the only critical parameter to meet the limit value of
the packaging glass industry. In the glass fractions after upgrading, Pb concentrations are
in the range of 110–272 mg/kg.

Recycling 2025, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 22 
 

 

Figure 5. Pb concentrations in different fractions. 

The content of Pb in the input glass fractions (GL 0) could be calculated by a material 
flow analysis on the basis of Pb, which is shown in the Supplementary Material (Tables 
S7 and S8). Consistent results were determined in both upgrading setups. The Pb content 
of FB-IBA B was calculated as 511 mg/kg (US_I–IV) and 538 mg/kg (US_8–16) and those 
of FB-IBA C to 419 mg/kg (US_I–IV) and 446 mg/kg (US_8–16), resulting in the mean val-
ues given in Figure 5. 

A comparison of the glass and extraneous material fractions demonstrates that Pb 
can be enriched in the latter by upgrading. The glass sorter is able to detect and remove 
ceramics and lead glass, which both contain higher amounts of Pb than waste glass, ac-
cording to the literature: Götze et al. [60] reported Pb concentrations around 200 mg/kg in 
waste glass [60]. Investigations by Turner [61] presented color-dependent Pb concentra-
tions in glass in the range of 46–202 mg/kg. Significantly higher Pb concentrations of 900–
2000 mg/kg were reported in ceramics [58] and particularly in lead glass with 180,000–
270,000 mg/kg PbO [4]. Mika et al. [62] and Blasenbauer et al. [37] provide reference data 
for the glass fraction of FB-IBA C. Mika et al. [62] determined 370 mg/kg of Pb by total 
digestion and inductively coupled plasma optical emission spectrometry (ICP-OES) of the 
glass fraction industrially recovered. This is slightly below the value determined in this 
study (433 mg/kg) but lies within a plausible range. Blasenbauer et al. [37] detected higher 
Pb contents of 630 mg/kg in glass manually sorted from untreated IBA. A possible reason 
for the lower value in the present study is that lead glass might also be depleted in the 
glass fraction by IBA treatment. For example, the heavy material fraction separated by 
their sinking speed in the jig also contains high glass amounts [48]. Regarding Cd contents, 
which were below the detection limit in the present work, Mika et al. [62] reported 8.6 
mg/kg. Cd concentrations in various glass fractions analyzed by Turner [61] and in glass 
from IBA analyzed by Blasenbauer et al. [37] did not surpass 22 mg/kg. Hence, this 

Figure 5. Pb concentrations in different fractions.

The content of Pb in the input glass fractions (GL 0) could be calculated by a ma-
terial flow analysis on the basis of Pb, which is shown in the Supplementary Material
(Tables S7 and S8). Consistent results were determined in both upgrading setups. The Pb
content of FB-IBA B was calculated as 511 mg/kg (US_I–IV) and 538 mg/kg (US_8–16)
and those of FB-IBA C to 419 mg/kg (US_I–IV) and 446 mg/kg (US_8–16), resulting in the
mean values given in Figure 5.

A comparison of the glass and extraneous material fractions demonstrates that Pb can
be enriched in the latter by upgrading. The glass sorter is able to detect and remove ceramics
and lead glass, which both contain higher amounts of Pb than waste glass, according to the
literature: Götze et al. [60] reported Pb concentrations around 200 mg/kg in waste glass [60].
Investigations by Turner [61] presented color-dependent Pb concentrations in glass in the
range of 46–202 mg/kg. Significantly higher Pb concentrations of 900–2000 mg/kg were
reported in ceramics [58] and particularly in lead glass with 180,000–270,000 mg/kg PbO [4].
Mika et al. [62] and Blasenbauer et al. [37] provide reference data for the glass fraction of
FB-IBA C. Mika et al. [62] determined 370 mg/kg of Pb by total digestion and inductively
coupled plasma optical emission spectrometry (ICP-OES) of the glass fraction industrially
recovered. This is slightly below the value determined in this study (433 mg/kg) but lies
within a plausible range. Blasenbauer et al. [37] detected higher Pb contents of 630 mg/kg
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in glass manually sorted from untreated IBA. A possible reason for the lower value in the
present study is that lead glass might also be depleted in the glass fraction by IBA treatment.
For example, the heavy material fraction separated by their sinking speed in the jig also
contains high glass amounts [48]. Regarding Cd contents, which were below the detection
limit in the present work, Mika et al. [62] reported 8.6 mg/kg. Cd concentrations in various
glass fractions analyzed by Turner [61] and in glass from IBA analyzed by Blasenbauer
et al. [37] did not surpass 22 mg/kg. Hence, this parameter is clearly less decisive for
compliance with the limit value of the packaging glass industry compared to Pb.

Results of the XRF analysis of further parameters are given in the Supplementary
Material (Table S9). Therein, also the mass share of manually sorted metals during sample
preparation before XRF analysis is shown, which lay between 0.01% and 3.88%.

3.3.2. Results of Determination of Lead Glass by UV-C Light

The results from manual lead glass sorting using a UV-C lamp are given in the
Supplementary Material (Table S10). The mass share of lead glass shards in each glass
fraction did not exceed 1.5%. Only extraneous material fractions produced from further
processing showed higher lead glass shares of up to 3.2%, which confirms the success of
the lead glass removal by sensor-based sorting. The calculation of the Pb content in each
fraction, based on the mass share of lead glass, is shown in Figure 6. These values are
compared to the Pb concentrations measured by XRF.
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sorted lead glass using a UV-C lamp.

From these results, it can be seen that the UV-C lamp can only be used for a tentative
estimation of lead glass and is not suitable for an exact determination of Pb. Pb concentra-
tions calculated from the mass of lead glass were considerably higher than the XRF values.
However, this suggests that lead glass shards are a predominant Pb carrier in the FB-IBA
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glass fractions. Accordingly, the Pb concentration in waste glass can be reduced by the
removal of lead glass.

3.4. Evaluation of the Upgrading Setups

A comparison of the recoverable glass from the upgrading setups is shown in
Figure 7. Respective numerical values can be found in the Supplementary Material
(Tables S11 and S12). This is important, as not only the quality but also the quantity of the
glass is decisive for the feasibility of the glass recovery.
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Figure 7. Masses of the components in 1 ton of input glass fraction (GL 0) and in the upgrading of
1 ton of material. Left side: glass from fluidized bed incineration bottom ash (FB-IBA) B, right
side: from FB-IBA C. Other glass includes glass of other colors, molten agglomerates, or highly
tarnished glass. CSP: non-glass mineral-based extraneous material (e.g., ceramic, stones, porcelain,
building material).

From Figure 7 it becomes clear that upgrading of the glass fractions causes material
losses. In particular, sieving of the glass fractions in US_8–16 resulted in high glass losses of
about a third of the glass if only the glass fraction 8–16 mm is further upgraded, as described
in Section 3.1. Comparison of the first sensor-based sorting step of both upgrading setups
shows that in US_I–IV 76% (FB-IBA B) and 88% (FB-IBA C) of the glass in the input fraction
(GL 0) were still available in the fraction GL I, accounting for 654 kg and 774 kg. On the
other hand, in GL 8–16 of US_8–16 only 51% or 440 kg (FB-IBA B) and 64% or 564 kg
(FB-IBA C), respectively, of the glass in GL 0 were present, which amounts to 440 kg (FB-
IBA B) and 564 kg (FB-IBA C). Since the glass fractions produced by this first sorting step
show similar shares of contaminants after sieving (GL 8–16) compared to the single-step
upgrading of unsieved glass fractions (GL I), the upgrading of unsieved glass fractions
in upgrading setup US_I–IV turns out to be more advantageous. Only the metal removal
from the narrower particle size in US_8–16 showed notably better results. The necessary
effort for sieving is not considered to be reasonable. This might be even more relevant for
IBAs where glass is not predominantly concentrated in one particle size fraction, which is



Recycling 2025, 10, 63 14 of 21

the case in the study by Del Valle-Zermeño et al. [41], since more glass would be lost in the
other particle size fractions through sieving.

Yet, an adapted upgrading setup, where glass is also recovered from the sieved
fractions could make a difference and reduce glass losses. In upgrading setup US_8–16,
the sieved fractions contain a third of the glass, thereof 24% (FB-IBA B) and 19%
(FB-IBA C), respectively, in the particle size fraction >16 mm. If the glass is addition-
ally recovered from this coarser fraction, the glass potential could be clearly increased. Also
glass recovery from the fraction <8 mm should be examined, but the fine fraction 0–4 mm
needs to be sieved beforehand, as it possibly impedes the process [63].

In addition to sieve losses, imperfection of sensor-based sorting can always cause
falsely ejected glass into extraneous material fractions. This can, for example, be caused by
overlapping particles, large particle size differences, or fine particles in the material [63].
Tarnished glass, which has a less translucent surface, can also impede glass detection, since
the glass might falsely be detected as mineral material. Therefore, more glass is missorted
into extraneous material fractions. In this study, higher contents of tarnished glass occurred
in FB-IBA B, as can be seen in the pictures of the glass fractions in the Supplementary
Material (Section S2.2). This presumably leads to the notable difference between FB-IBA
B and C regarding the recovered glass amounts in both upgrading setups. Although
both FB-IBAs contain similar amounts of glass in the input, clearly higher amounts of all
glass fractions could be produced from FB-IBA C. The higher content of tarnished glass
is presumably caused by the higher incineration temperature in the MSWI plant where
FB-IBA B originates from [1]. At higher temperatures, melt reactions occur on the surface
of the glass shards, while the sand in the fluidized bed causes abrasion on the softened
glass. This indicates that glass upgrading is highly dependent on the actual material and
cannot be generalized for all FB-IBAs.

Evaluating the multi-step upgrading setup US_I–IV, Figure 4 shows that the purest
glass fractions are produced after the four-step glass removal. GL IV consists of 99.9%
of glass in the case of both FB-IBAs. Furthermore, Pb can be successfully depleted by
multi-step upgrading, as shown in Figure 5. Nevertheless, glass is lost in each sorting step
of the upgrading by wrong ejection into extraneous material fractions. As determined
in Section 3.1, 67% (FB-IBA B) and 83% (FB-IBA C) of the total glass in the input were
recovered after four treatment runs. GL I of US_I–IV contained 76% (FB-IBA B) and 88%
(FB-IBA C) of the total glass but contained nearly 2% of extraneous material in both cases.

It could be seen from this study that the success of the glass recovery is highly de-
pendent on the configuration of the upgrading. Therefore, a more suitable upgrading
constellation can possibly be found, especially if the compositions of the glass fractions are
considered. According to the authors’ experiences, the order of negative or positive sorting
and the content of extraneous material in the original glass fraction strongly influence the
recovery outcome. Chen et al. [63] also report that depending on the target of the sorting
step (i.e., high yields or high purity) different sorting settings have to be applied.

3.5. Suitability of the Glass Fractions in the Packaging Glass Industry

To utilize glass cullet in a glass melting furnace, specific requirements must be met.
Besides humidity and the content of organic material, which can be easily met by glass
from incineration residues, the contents of CSP and metals are also limited. The CSP
content in the glass cullet must not exceed 20 mg/kg (0.002%); for ferrous and non-ferrous
metal pieces, the threshold is 2 mg/kg and 3 mg/kg, respectively, which equals 0.0002%
and 0.0003% [18]. Also, the sum of the heavy metals Pb, Cd, Cr(VI) and Hg has to be
below 200 mg/kg. Despite very low shares of extraneous material, especially after the
four-step upgrading, the study’s outcome suggests that multi-step upgrading is insufficient
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for meeting the requirements of the packaging glass industry, since minimum CSP contents
of 0.1% were determined. In general, these highly stringent thresholds for CSP and metals
are challenging to verify. For example, a small metal piece in several hundred kilograms of
glass can lead to rejection of the material. Aldrian et al. [64] reported, though, that these
limit values are exceeded even by one of the largest Austrian waste glass treatment plants,
where ferrous and non-ferrous metal contents up to 0.3% and 0.7%, respectively, were
assessed. Additionally, studies from other countries report lower quality requirements for
glass, e.g., 98% purity in Portugal [31] or 96% purity in the UK [30]. Therefore, dialogues
with local glass producers can also be suggested to inquire the respective specifications.

Regarding the heavy metal content examined in Section 3.3.1, the present study found
that Pb is primarily relevant to the corresponding threshold. Only the glass fractions after
four-step upgrading and one glass fraction 8–16 mm met the 200 mg/kg limit, which implies
that multiple lead glass separation steps are necessary to comply with the requirements
safely. To evaluate whether limit values can, in principle, be achieved through optimized
treatment, investigations into further upgrading and adapted treatment configurations
are necessary.

An issue that must be addressed concerning the recycling of glass from mixed MSW
in FB-IBAs is that, by definition, only specific glass types should be disposed of in mixed
MSW in Austria. This means that special glasses, e.g., lead glass or heat-resistant glass,
are supposed to be enriched in mixed MSW and, therefore, in the FB-IBAs. Consequently,
undesirable glass types for the packaging glass industry are concentrated in MSW. Yet,
data from Austria indicate that the abundant amount of glass in mixed MSW is packaging
glass that is not disposed of correctly in the separate glass waste collection [65]. Moreover,
almost 20% of the packaging glass in Austria is not collected separately and is therefore
lost for recycling if not recovered from FB-IBAs [33]. Nevertheless, since the glass recycling
target of the EU, which is set to 75% as of 2030, has already been attained in Austria, there
is no regulative incentive to improve the amount of glass recycled [24]. Furthermore, it has
to be considered that the ecological benefit of glass recycling is highly dependent on the
transport distance and the processing effort [66,67]. These factors are also critical for the
economic feasibility of the upgrading scenarios. Each processing step consumes energy,
with the utilization of compressed air being one of the most relevant cost factors in the case
of sensor-based sorting [20]. Therefore, the environmental footprint and financial aspects
of glass recovery from FB-IBAs should also be determined when developing a specific
upgrading scenario in the future. Additionally, further recycling options, including open-
loop recycling, should be assessed for glass from IBA as this might reduce the necessary
upgrading effort [68–70]. It must also be mentioned that the practical feasibility of glass
upgrading from FB-IBA is strongly dependent on the respective local market where it is
applied. Factors like the disposal costs for landfilling or transport distances between the
MSWI plant, the IBA treatment plant and the packaging glass industry strongly influence
environmental and financial practicability. Furthermore, local collection rates and available
amounts of glass cullet from separate MSW collection affect the demand for recovered glass
from IBA and consequentially the market price.

3.6. Limitations

Regarding the upgrading setups conducted, some uncertainties must be considered
when evaluating the results. As is the case for waste characterization in general, hetero-
geneity of the material is a crucial issue. This also counts for IBAs and the glass therein.
Therefore, the general validity of the present results cannot be ensured by a single ex-
periment, as the IBA composition depends on seasonal and regional factors, such as the
extent of separate collection [71,72]. Moreover, the composition of Austrian IBAs strongly
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depends on the incinerated waste stream, which can include sewage sludge, industrial
waste, or other materials, but also on the incineration conditions [47]. Further uncertainties
arise from the sampling and manual sorting procedures. Although special attention was
paid to representative sampling by a high number of increments and incremental shoveling
to reduce sample masses, only limited amounts of the fractions could be sorted manually,
especially in the case of some extraneous material fractions. Due to the strict limit values
(e.g., 2 mg/kg of ferrous metals), more material should have been sorted. According to
Bunge and Bunge [73], even dozens of tons would have been necessary to obtain valid
results and a general conclusion about whether the packaging glass requirements can
be met. This is not feasible in scientific research concerning personnel, time and money
resources. However, the present results report the composition of glass from FB-IBAs for
the first time in scientific literature and show the potential of glass recovery from IBA.
Further assessments with expanded sample sizes and the implementation of statistical
models can help to improve the reliability of future findings.

A practical issue that occurred at the Brantner treatment plant and deteriorated the
glass quality reported is the fact that some valves of the glass sorting device at the Brantner
plant, which eject extraneous material, were not working during the sampling campaign.
This was only identified weeks after the sampling campaigns. It cannot be assumed to
what extent this impaired the investigated glass fractions. Repaired valves could lead to
improved results.

4. Conclusions
The present work shows that high amounts of glass are contained in FB-IBAs from

MSWI, which can be removed technically by sensor-based sorting. The glass fraction
produced from FB-IBAs primarily contains clear glass, followed by green glass; but also,
extraneous material, such as CSP or metals, was found in the range of up to 13%. For
high-grade recycling in the packaging glass industry, the content of extraneous material
has to be reduced by upgrading. In this study, it was found that glass fractions with
>99% purity can be produced by upgrading steps. Despite this high value, the stringent
regulations of the packaging glass industry could not be met in the experimental setting.
To further improve the glass quality, adapted upgrading should be investigated. Moreover,
other recycling paths for the glass should be assessed, e.g., foam glass or expanded glass.
Therefore, the landfilling of this secondary resource could be reduced. Nevertheless, the
recovery and purification of glass from FB-IBAs is not only limited economically, but the
ecological feasibility also depends on the processing effort and the transport distance.
Since Austria is seen as a forerunner regarding waste management [34,74], the amount of
glass that can potentially be recovered from mixed MSW is comparably low. Regarding
other European countries with lower collection rates, however, considerably more glass
might be found in IBAs from MSWI, which could make the present approach more rele-
vant [75]. Glass recovery from MSW IBA can also be advantageous compared to recovery
from mixed MSW since organic contaminants are destroyed and the mass of the MSW is
reduced by incineration. Therefore, potential economic and ecological benefits should be
examined more closely. In general, fluidized bed combustion for MSW should be inves-
tigated in more detail. The potential of glass in FB-IBAs contributes to the advantages
of FB-IBAs compared to G-IBAs, which were demonstrated in several Austrian studies
hitherto [37,47,48,62]. Additionally, the pretreatment of MSW before fluidized bed combus-
tion could have positive ecological effects, as more recyclable material can be recovered [33].
A holistic approach would be required to determine if fluidized bed combustion of MSW is
generally advantageous, also considering the downsides of this incineration technology,
like higher amounts of fly ash.
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Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at:
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/recycling10020063/s1, Figure S1: Pictures of glass fractions
of FB-IBAs before upgrading; Figure S2: Sensor-based glass sorter used for the upgrading steps;
Figure S3: Crushed glass <2 mm after crushing and sieving; Figure S4: Pelleting of glass powder
for XRF analysis; Figure S5: Fluorescence of lead glass through UV-C radiation; Table S1: FB-IBA
B: Compositions of glass fractions produced in the upgrading setups; Table S2: Composition of
extraneous material fractions produced in the upgrading setups; Table S3: FB-IBA B: Compositions
of particle size fractions of upgrading setup US_I-IV determined by manual sorting of the sieved
fractions; Table S4: FB-IBA C: Compositions of particle size fractions of upgrading setup US_I-IV
determined by manual sorting of the sieved fractions; Table S5: Compositions of fractions of up-
grading setup US_8-16 determined by manual sorting; Figure S6: Pictures of the glass fractions
GL 0 of FB-IBA before upgrading; Figure S7: Pictures of the glass fractions GL IV from upgrad-
ing setup US_I-IV; Figure S8: Manually sorted compounds of the fraction GL 8-16 from FB-IBA C;
Figure S9: Manually sorted compounds of the fraction EM 8-16 from FB-IBA B; Table S6: Results of
XRF analysis for Pb, Cd, Hg and Cr(VI) in different fractions; Table S7: Calculation of the Pb contents
in the input glass fractions; Table S8: Calculation of the Pb contents in the input glass fractions (GL 0)
by means of material flow analysis of upgrading setup US_8-16; Table S9: Results of the XRF analysis
for additional elements; Table S10: Results of manual lead glass sorting using UV-C light; Table S11:
FB-IBA B: Compositions of glass fractions produced in the upgrading setups; Table S12: FB-IBA C:
Compositions of glass fractions produced in the upgrading setups.
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