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Statement to WoE December 18, 2007:

The Waste Consultation process in Bath earlier this year found unanimity on 2 items:

that transporting waste all over the region was a bad idea and hence several sites was a better idea than one or two huge plants, and that incineration, which was given the euphemistic nick-name efw or energy from waste, was not an option.  So for the citizens of Bath the options now presented by the West of England couldn’t be further from what we hoped for.

The consultation initially refused to discuss how residual waste facilities might affect other parts of the waste stream. And this relationship is crucial. While Defra and other arms of the Government work on reducing the waste in the first place, local authorities’ highest priority remains educating and assisting their rate payers, both residential and commercial, on how to reduce and recycle effectively.  To have an all consuming incinerator to back all this up is a disincentive to the public; indeed it is the tactic most chosen by councils with the worst recycling figures. For Plymouth Council, who landfill 84% of their household wastes, incineration was adopted with little or no public consultation. All the focus on less waste, recycling, reuse and redesign is undone by having a giant furnace at the end whose function takes what should be resource and renders it useless.

Members of the public are essential in this equation; we need to pay more attention to our consumption habits and what we reuse and recycle.  Bringing in an incinerator sends the wrong message to a public slowly waking up to what is being asked of us. If we feel freed of this responsibility by a new technological fix, we simply put off yet again the need to confine residual waste to history. 

We are achieving serious improvements. All of the councils in this partnership have steadily increasing recycling rates.  But in analyzing the contents that are still landfilled, we realise that the vast majority could still be reused or recycled in some form, so these rates have a long way to climb.  Defra’s latest waste strategy (in June) significantly lowered the growth rate of residual Municipal Waste nationwide.  The pressure on the top end of the waste pyramid is increasing. Defra has recently identified key waste materials (paper, food and green wastes, plastics and aluminium) and has plans for further reductions of the waste-arisings in these areas.  Included in their proposals are establishing PFIs for anaerobic digestion. The Government is also establishing a new products and materials unit which will develop eco-design requirements which considers the waste impacts and encourages re-use and re-manufacture of products and resources. 

B&NES councillors and officers are aware that our council does not need to commit to a long incineration contract to sort our residual waste needs.  We could work with smaller facilities, with more flexible contracts and meet our landfill tax targets without being part of this larger WoE scheme, and quite possibly save ourselves a great deal of money.  Indeed discussions have already taken place about pulling out of the waste partnership and contact has been made with other bordering authorities on the matter.  The predominance of food waste and green waste in our councils residual waste makes the prospect of smaller anaerobic digestive facilities a much more attractive option for B&NES.  This facility has a far lower carbon impact and gives a truly renewable energy source.  Sadly, if our council does fund an incinerator with the West of England, this better option for B&NES will be put on hold at least a decade (possibly two) and we will have missed out on an important chance to significantly lower our carbon emissions.

I would suggest that the WoE could follow a revised route.   As the chart published only last week points out, by the end of phase 2 the facility chosen would be taking out nearly the same tonnage as the phase 3 incinerator does in 2020.  With a little more commitment to the zero waste policy (which we are all supposedly subscribing to), plus the addition of several small facilities, we could certainly meet our landfill reduction targets for 2020. Many councils are panicking at the tax looming, but we needn’t.  What we need is a little more confidence in the direction we are already moving, which is bringing positive, measurable results and use our abilities to motivate our citizens to join in with the process.
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