May 18th 2008

Ian Westley

Director of Transportation and Environment

Pembrokeshire County Council

County Hall

Haverfordwest

Dear Mr Westely,

We are disappointed to learn that Pembrokeshire County Council is looking favourably at incineration as a method of dealing with the county’s municipal waste. 

We believe that incineration should be rejected and that other more modern methods of dealing with our waste are better for the environment, cost less and create more jobs. We are also surprised that you are already looking at this option when a great deal more needs to be done to improve Pembrokeshire’s relatively poor recycling and composting rate.

We oppose incineration because it wastes natural resources; it undermines recycling by demanding a steady stream of combustible waste; it worsens climate change; and it causes pollution from air emissions and toxic ash. It is not surprising that incineration proposals are often strongly opposed by neighbouring communities.

We also do not believe that an incinerator would meet the requirements for sustainability as laid out in ‘Wise About Waste’ [1] or ‘Planning Policy Wales’ [2]. Application of the Waste Hierarchy [3] demands that all measures have been taken to exhaust the possibilities of waste prevention, waste reduction, reuse and recovery of materials before incineration (including “energy from waste” options) should be considered [4].
The Welsh Assembly Government’s waste strategy states, [in para 3.8], “the top priority is to reduce the amount of waste produced”. The waste that does arise should be treated as a valuable resource to be re-used, re-cycled and composted for economic, social and environmental benefits. Incineration goes against this established waste hierarchy of reduce, re-use, recycle and recover as it depends upon a steady supply of waste for fuel. Incinerator operators have typically required contracts with local authorities to supply them with a minimum amount of waste to burn over a period as long as 25 to 30 years. It has been known that local authorities that have failed to supply the amount of waste required have had to pay the incinerator operator compensation [5].This reduces the incentive to reduce, re-use and recycle placing the emphasis on providing enough waste to keep the incinerator going.

If paper and plastic waste were minimised as a result of being recycled as much as possible, this would remove the most important combustible materials required by incinerators. The DTI recognised this problem when it turned down the application to expand the incinerator at Edmunton in London arguing that a larger incinerator would give the North London Waste Authority little incentive to do more recycling than the statutory minimum. It also pointed out that the shortfall in locally produced waste could lead to it being transported in from other areas in order to keep the incinerator supplied. We already have the situation where waste from Swansea is being lorried to Pembrokeshire for dumping at the Withyhedge landfill site.

All forms of waste disposal contribute in some way towards climate change, whether it is, for example, the emission of methane from landfill sites, the burning of plastic and paper, or the transportation of waste. Last year, Friends of the Earth commissioned Eunomia Research and Consulting Ltd to examine the climate impacts of the different waste options [6]. This concluded that waste prevention is the most beneficial option from a climate change point of view, followed by re-use and recycling. Landfill and incineration are the worse options. It was found that energy from waste incinerators emitted 33 per cent more carbon dioxide per unit of energy generated than gas-fired power stations. The option that emitted the least amount of carbon dioxide was a form of Mechanical Biological Treatment. As climate change is the biggest issue we face this century, the carbon dioxide emissions produced by the various waste options should be a top consideration. 

For many years, there has been concern about the possible environmental and health impacts of incineration. Incinerators emit harmful substances such as dioxins, heavy metals, dust particles and acid gases, such as sulphur dioxide. Although emissions have declined in recent years as new legislation has been introduced, uncertainties about the health risks remain. Incinerator ash, which has to be sent to landfill sites, is similarly contaminated with dioxins and heavy metals. Although one of the main arguments in favour of incineration is that it saves on landfill space, the ash from incineration typically occupies around 40% of the space that compacted unburned waste would.

Once incinerators are built, they create few jobs compared with recycling. An American study, printed in a Worldwatch Institute paper [7], of jobs created by the various options for dealing with municipal waste concluded that recycling created over twice as many jobs as incineration per tonne of waste processed. As job creation has always been an important issue in Pembrokeshire, this issue should be given serious consideration in any assessment of the best waste option for the county.

W are surprised that Pembrokeshire County Council is giving incineration such serious consideration when it has yet to develop a comprehensive recycling system. In fact, the county’s recycling record is relatively poor with it being placed at 15th in the league of 22 Welsh local authorities. During 2005/06, Pembrokeshire achieved a recycling/composting rate of 21% compared, for instance, to 36% in neighbouring Ceredigion, 35% in Powys and 28% in Swansea, Caerphilly and Monmouth. In England, some local authorities are recycling around half their waste while certain parts of Europe are exceeding these rates with Flanders recycling over 75%. This gives an indication of what can be achieved if the right policies are put into place. Unfortunately, incineration can be regarded as an opt out by local authorities that are struggling to achieve adequate recycling rates

Once an effective recycling strategy has been implemented, the remaining waste can be dealt with by Mechanical Biological Treatment (MBT) methods. MBT involves a range of technologies that treat the residual waste to produce, for instance, compost, more materials such as glass and metal for re-use, and refuse derived fuel. Scores of MBT schemes are operating in Europe. One system in England, which recycles valuable materials and converts the remaining waste into compost, is already operating in Dorset and has recently won the backing of local authorities in Kent, Bristol and Bournemouth. This is specifically designed to enable local authorities to divert waste from landfill in order to avoid the fines levied for exceeding the landfill limit. The BBC’s environment correspondent referred to this system as ‘the future of waste management in Britain’. It can be sized according to the amount of waste produced by the area, is cheaper than incineration and can be installed in a much shorter period of time. 

You might be interested to know that Leeds Council is reconsidering its support for an energy from waste facility after attending a presentation of some of the alternative systems available. Details of this can be found in an article at:

http://www.yorkshiretoday.co.uk/viewarticle.aspx?articleid=2096729&sectionid=1084

Would Pembrokeshire County Council be prepared to host a similar presentation? Also, as county councillors and officials have flown to the Isle of Man and the Shetland Isles to view incineration, do you think they would be prepared to travel, preferably by train or bus, to view biological and mechanical treatment systems in southern England?

The impression is being given that Pembrokeshire has been persuaded to go down the incineration route well before it has implemented the full potential of recycling and before it has given adequate consideration to other options. We would be pleased to meet you to discuss alternatives to incineration. We believe that these can offer solutions to the county’s waste problem that are environmentally and economically preferable.

I look forward to hearing from you.

Yours sincerely

Gordon James

Energy and Climate Campaigner

Pembrokeshire Friends of the Earth

NOTES

1. Wise About Waste – the National Waste Strategy for Wales (Welsh Assembly Government, 2002) http://www.wales.gov.uk/subienvironment/content/wstetext-e.pdf
2. Planning Policy Wales (Welsh Assembly Government, 2002). http://www.wales.gov.uk/subiplanning/content/planningpolicy/planningpolicy-e.pdf
3. Wise About Waste (Welsh Assembly Government, 2002)

4. “‘incineration plant’ means any stationary or mobile technical unit and equipment dedicated to the thermal treatment of wastes with or without recovery of the combustion heat generated. This includes the incineration by oxidation of waste as well as other thermal treatment processes such as pyrolysis, gasification or plasma processes in so far as the substances resulting from the treatment are subsequently incinerated.” DIRECTIVE 2000/76/EC OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL on the incineration of waste

5. Cleveland County Council had to pay £147,000 in 1995 because there was a short-fall of 12,000 tonnes in waste going to the incinerator.

6. See ‘Dirty Truths: Incineration and Climate Change’ for a summary of the research on 

http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/briefings/dirty_truths.pdf
7..Worldwatch Institute ‘Jobs In a Sustainable Economy’, 1991.
