Agency embarrassed over
failed hazwaste probe

The Environment Agency has not prosecuted
anyone for the tipping of contaminated soil at
two landfills that led to a flood of odour
complaints - in spite of it being almost three
years since the incidents happened.

The Environment Agency has not prosecuted anyone for
the disposal of contaminated soil at two landfills that
caused health problems for local residents — in spite of it
being three years since the incidents.

Welsh civil engineering firm Walters UK consigned
the material to Grundon’s Bishops Cleeve landfill in
Gloucestershire and Hills Waste and Minerals’ Purton
landfill near Swindon in September 2004 — failing to fully
alert either to the odour problem. However, the Agency
told the company it had “properly discharged” its duty of
care responsibilities.

The incidents concerned soil from the Castlegate
former landfill site in Caerphilly, South Wales. Walters,
the largest privately-owned civil engineering business in
Wales, was developing the site for housing.

The soil was contaminated with chlorinated phenols,
which have a strong “TCP’ odour even at small quantities.
Caerphilly residents had complained to the local authority
about the smell.

The company first sent the waste to Biffa’s Trecatti
landfill near Merthyr Tydfil. Biffa accepted it, but stopped
taking it after the odour problem became clear.

On 21 September, the waste was sent to Grundon’s
Bishops Cleeve site where the odour became evident after
the material was tipped. Grundon’s staff covered the waste
with uncontaminated soil, as required by its permit, but
this did not immediately dampen the smell.

Some 20 local residents complained to the Agency
about it, some suffering from headaches, dizziness and
sore throats (ENDS Report 357, p 17).

Walters sent the waste to Hills’ site in Purton six days
later (ENDS Report 359, p 22). The site received 17 loads
— over 300 tonnes — between 8am and 12:30pm.

After the first load was tipped, the odour again became
a problem. Hills’ staff covered the material with
uncontaminated soil and odorisers, but, again, that was not
enough to stop residents in nearby Bentham contacting the
Agency and reporting health problems.

Hills tried to contact Walters to get them to stop further
loads arriving at the site, but “this proved difficult”,
according to an Environment Agency statement on the
incident.

Over the course of the next two-and-a-half years,
ENDS repeatedly asked the Agency about the status of the
investigation, and was told it was “ongoing”.

In May, Dave Thursfield, managing director of Walters
Group, told ENDS the matter had “fizzled out” and that
the Agency “had taken no action.” As a result, ENDS
made a request under the Freedom of Information Act for
all documents — including warning letters — related to the
incident.

The Agency supplied several documents related to
Hills — largely correspondence with members of the
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