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Response to South West Regional Assembly’s "Our Waste: Our Opportunity"

1. We thank you for a very clear statement of the difficulties facing the region over the next few years.  Waste management is likely to be a problem throughout the country, but will be particularly acute here as a result of the excessive population increase along with the seasonal influx of holidaymakers.

2. We agree with the principles set out in “Our Waste; Our Opportunity”, notably priority to the top end of the waste hierarchy, the proximity principle, and self-sufficiency. 

3. On Waste Reduction, it is to be hoped that the involvement of the public can be achieved voluntarily. This seems unlikely, however, and we therefore believe it will be necessary to bring in some kind of legislation such as deposits on bottles, charging for bags, compulsory separation at source, changes in tax regimes, etc. to ensure that minimisation, sorting and recycling are done in the most beneficial way.  CPRE has no firm policy on this matter and we would co-operate with policies that protect the environment; but we would expect any measure likely to lead to increases in fly-tipping to be accompanied by well-resourced enforcement measures. We also acknowledge that we can learn from other countries that lead the way in minimisation and recycling.  We hope that Government can be encouraged to plan ahead, so that there is no repeat of the fridge debacle!

4. Public Awareness. Waste minimisation must be a fundamental part of any strategy, and of course we support it.  We understand that a national campaign “Rethink Rubbish” is soon to be launched by the National Waste Awareness Initiative, which will be a high-profile media campaign to publicise waste concerns.  If this is to have maximum effect in the South West, the message will need to be reinforced at local level. This might be done through opinion surveys, advertising, stickers on waste bins, school visits, or local TV visits to collection/disposal/recycling sites and initiatives. To break through the prevailing level of denial, we hope the campaign will use tough, not cosy, words and images. It may also prove possible to use Health and safety powers to compel (and certainly to persuade) shops to display tough public-awareness notices. 
.  

5. Commercial and Agricultural Waste. A regional waste strategy to cover all waste streams is needed, and should include targets for commercial as well as household waste.  It is sometimes the case that waste minimisation and reuse saves money for industry, and this is achieved by viewing waste as a resource.  This is the potentially the case for anything that can be recycled, but is particularly true of the 14 million tonnes of agricultural waste. Most of this will be manure, which is of course the most natural soil improver available, and is virtually the only kind allowed to organic farmers.  We appreciate that while intensive farming may give rise to inconveniently high concentrations on particular sites, it really does not make sense to use fossil fuels to manufacture fertilisers and at the same time consider natural fertilisers to be "waste".  There may be concerns about nitrates in some areas, but these are just as likely to come from manufactured fertiliser or sewage works. Thus Farm Waste Plans should form part of the emerging programme of Whole Farm Plans, as well as of this Strategy.

6. Location of new Facilities. The region will need a range of facilities. We would however not want to see greenfield sites used in areas where previously used land is available, and if mobile units are to be used, care should be taken with their locations.

7. Conflicting Regulation. There does seem to be an emerging problem with reconciling new waste management schemes with other environmental legislation.  One such example is the Holsworthy Biogas Plant, which at the time of writing has not been granted an operating licence by the Environment Agency.  This is because of new EU legislation which appears to prohibit the use of anaerobically digested (or composted) food waste on pasture land.  While such legislation may possibly be laudable, it is now threatening the viability of a plant which has been built but cannot operate.  It was supposed to take in 400 tonnes of waste per day,  80 tonnes of which was food waste which would otherwise go to landfill.  This is a plant which could make a big difference to waste disposal statistics, but if it does so it will be in spite of environmental legislation, not because of it. The EA needs to remember its own admirable doctrine of “a risk-based approach, focused on environmental outcomes.”  

8. Similarly, on a smaller scale, a local green waste recycling scheme which has been operating in the parish of South Brent (Devon) for two years is reported to have been  jeopardised because of the need for a waste management licence for the skips.  The cost of such a licence is likely to be excessive in comparison with the scale of the initiative.

9. It could be helpful to upgrade a post in the EA or RA into “Regional Waste Coordinator”, who could act as a point of up-to-date information on the law, as well as co-ordinating initiatives.

10. Rural Areas. We agree with the waste hierarchy and would want to encourage best practice. A particular problem seems to exist in some rural areas, where the public may be willing to participate in recycling efforts, but the costs of collection mean that local authorities are reluctant to provide facilities. A greater knowledge of landfill tax and other sources of income (as well as legal restrictions) could encourage initiatives at parish level, which would be especially useful in rural areas. Small modular District level pyrolysis/generation plants appear, on the basis of the Avonmouth experience, promising.  Although mobile pyrolysis/incineration units might provide some solution to the problem of rural waste, they would presumably be at the bottom of the hierarchy unless energy recovery were possible.  Nevertheless, they may be preferable to large scale incinerators, which will need high throughputs to be viable and would undoubtedly use materials which could have been recycled.

11. Training and Advice. The Regional Waste Strategy could usefully consider needs for training and advisory services.  Our Regional Policy Officer has recently, for example, produced a paper for Assembly’s Members Environment Group, which highlights the need for a strategic approach to advice, training and associated accreditation. It is clear that the public and industry must be made aware of the problem and must be involved in local waste issues, in particular the need for minimisation.  It is desirable that local liaison committees should be set up when new plants are proposed, and that communities should feel that anything they achieve is acknowledged.  Maximum publicity should be given to initiatives such as the Environment Agency’s recycling South West handbook, and the CIRIA internet register of construction and development waste recycling sites.

12.  Transport. Many people consider it profligate to landfill(or incinerate) resources which could be recycled, and of course the pressure is on to reuse them in one form or another. This involves two possible courses of action: either transportation across the country to specialist units, or construction of local facilities. We would prefer to see local waste dealt with close to its source, but if it remains necessary to transport materials for long distances to specialist plants, we urge decision makers to ensure that ports and railways are used whenever possible, and to ensure that any new facilities are sited where they can benefit from alternative transport links. 

13. Demand for Recyclates. In the absence of a mature and reliable market for recycled products, construction of new facilities will not be appealing to investors, and so some kind of national marketing effort is needed to boost demand for recyclates.  If this were to increase, local authorities might find that it became a revenue stream rather than a net cost to them.  This is important, because if the public co-operates by minimising and sorting their own waste, they will not be encouraged to find that their council tax goes up to cover the cost of disposal. Local Authorities should stimulate investment in recycling by making a collective pledge, through the Assembly, to prioritise local recyclates in their own procurement policies. It is hoped that the public will start to take more responsibility for waste rather than leaving it for the authorities to deal with; but since waste disposal will cost more whether the targets are met or not, subsidy of initial investment through preferential purchase is better than a straight subsidy of the process.

              Christine Gutteridge

              Regional Waste Coordinator 

