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We are the Environment Agency. We protect and improve the environment 
and make it a better place for people and wildlife. 
We operate at the place where environmental change has its greatest impact 
on people’s lives. We reduce the risks to people and properties from flooding; 
make sure there is enough water for people and wildlife; protect and improve 
air, land and water quality and apply the environmental standards within 
which industry can operate. 
Acting to reduce climate change and helping people and wildlife adapt to its 
consequences are at the heart of all that we do. 
We cannot do this alone. We work closely with a wide range of partners 
including government, business, local authorities, other agencies, civil society 
groups and the communities we serve. 
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Foreword 
We are making good progress 
Serious waste crime is big business. The Environment Agency has made some real changes to 
how we tackle waste crime over the last few years. While there are still challenges ahead, the 
results of our work are starting to show. 

Being intelligence-led remains at the heart of our work to tackle serious and organised 
environmental crime, and to prevent the harm it can bring. 

In 2011-2012 we stopped 759 illegal waste sites, either by closing them down or helping them to 
move into legal compliance and get the right permit or exemption to operate. 

The number of successful prosecutions against illegal waste activity also rose to 335 last year. 
This included closing one of the highest risk illegal waste sites in south-east England, where a 
multiple offender received four years in prison for money laundering and waste offences. We 
believe that the custodial sentence imposed, and the fact he must now hand over nearly £1 million 
of profits he made from his illegal waste business, will send a strong message to illegal operators 
about the consequences of their crimes. 

December saw a week of dedicated action against metal theft. We supported the British Transport 
Police in targeting permitted waste sites to learn more about how and where stolen metal moves 
following its theft. We have also updated our procedures for granting and reviewing environmental 
permits so any permitted site handling stolen metal will be at risk of losing its permit. 

There is still a lot to do though. For every eight permitted sites, there is one illegal one. We are 
finding sites almost as fast as we stop them. Our new taskforce to tackle illegal waste sites, which 
we launched in December 2011, will help us break this cycle. We want to make sure more illegal 
waste sites are shut down quickly. 

But we can't do it on our own; many people have a role to play in helping tackle waste crime. We 
want to send a clear message to businesses, local authorities and householders: take 
responsibility for your waste and make sure that it doesn’t end up in the hands of illegal operators. 

 

Rt Hon Lord Chris Smith of Finsbury 
Chairman 

12 July 2012 
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1. The waste crime problem 
Waste crime puts people and the 
environment at risk. 

What is waste crime? 

Waste crime is the deliberate breaking of the law by people who don't manage, transport and 
dispose of waste correctly. 

Not dealing with waste legally can: 

• Cause serious damage to the environment, for example illegal waste operations pollute land 
and rivers. 

• Pose risks to human health, for example illegal burning produces toxic fumes. 
• Create problems for local communities, such as noise and nuisance for those who live nearby, 

and declining property prices. 
• Be bad for business, as illegal operators undercut legitimate waste companies. 

What happens where you live? 

Waste crime affects both rural and 
urban areas in England and Wales. 
Our map shows the distribution of 
known illegal waste sites at the end 
of March 2012 (Figure 1). This shows 
clusters around areas of higher 
population density and key motorway 
links. 

 
Figure 1: Distribution of known illegal waste sites, March 2012 
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The risks of waste crime 

Our focus is on tackling serious waste crime which includes illegal waste sites, the illegal export of 
waste and large scale illegal dumping. 

Illegal waste sites 

Illegal waste sites are a top priority for us as they pose a risk to the environment and people. 
These sites operate without the right physical and operational controls and without the right permit. 
Sites are also illegal if they have registered an exemption but don’t meet its requirements. 

Illegal waste activity can also take place on sites with an environmental permit. We are looking at 
the causes of waste crime to understand more about offender behaviour and its impacts. 

Illegal export of waste 

Illegal exports of waste move environmental and health and safety risks to countries which often 
have much less capacity to deal with them than this country. 

It is always illegal to export waste from England and Wales for disposal, but some wastes can be 
exported to certain countries for recycling and recovery. 

We must ensure all waste exported from England and Wales meets legal controls and doesn't end 
up in countries which do not want it. 

Illegal dumping of waste 

It is a crime to dump waste just anywhere. Dumping incidents can vary significantly in scale. We 
deal with the large, serious and organised incidents - those that are ‘big, bad and nasty’. This 
sometimes involves hazardous waste which has a greater potential to damage the environment 
and harm people. Local authorities deal with smaller incidents. 

Following a hazardous waste trail 

In 2009 we found several trailers containing 
hazardous waste across the Midlands and north of 
England. We were concerned about the risk of 
environmental damage from the waste. 

Our investigations led us to a husband and wife, 
who had already received a fine of £23,000 in 2004 
for illegally dumping containers of waste. 

Their Preston site had a permit to store up to 10 
tonnes of hazardous waste. On one occasion we 
identified the site was holding as much as 250 
tonnes.  

We worked alongside the local police and their forensic teams to build up an intelligence picture 
and allow our specialist prosecutors to take action against the pair and two other people who 
worked with them. The husband was sent to prison for 18 months. The other offenders were 
ordered to do 120 hours of unpaid work each, and two also received suspended sentences. 

Our actions have stopped their illegal dumping and cleared up a site which was significantly 
exceeding its permitted levels of hazardous waste. 

We are also pursuing a Proceeds of Crime Act (POCA) order against those involved in the 
business to ensure that they do not profit from their criminal activity. 
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How much does it cost to tackle waste crime? 

In 2011-2012 our core spend on tackling waste crime was £17.4 million, about six per cent of our 
total spend on environmental protection, and 16.6 per cent of what we spent on waste regulation. 

We are investing a further £4.9 million over the next year and a half on a taskforce to target 
illegally operating waste sites in England and Wales. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

Figure 2: Our total spend for environmental protection and waste regulation, April 2011-March 2012 

Being one step ahead 

We regulate a range of businesses in England and Wales, including those dealing with waste. We 
actively seek to identify and deal with those operating illegally within the waste industry. 

We have established a national team providing direction and specialist support with dedicated area 
teams undertaking most of our investigations. A significant proportion of our staff are former police 
officers and police support staff. We also have a team of prosecutors to do our court work. 

We have adopted the principles of police work and use intelligence and offender profiling to target 
our activities. We use approaches and a variety of investigative and forensic techniques to identify 
and prosecute offenders. 

Using these resources we: 

• gather and develop local and national intelligence 
• select the right action to stop the activity or bring it under regulatory control 
• take enforcement and prosecution action where necessary, and 
• seek confiscation of the profits of their crimes. 

We work in partnership with local authorities and other organisations like the police to share 
intelligence. This helps us to use resources more effectively and stop more waste crime. 

Our total spend for waste regulation for 
2011-2012 was £104.5 million 

Our total spend for environmental protection 
for 2011-2012 was £297 million 
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2. Extent of waste crime 
Waste crime undermines legitimate 
business and the investment and economic 
growth that goes with it. 

About illegal waste sites 

Of the 1175 illegal waste sites we knew about at the end of March 2012 the largest number were 
for construction and demolition waste (32 per cent). There were a significant number of sites 
involving mixed household or commercial waste (23 per cent) and end-of-life vehicles and vehicle 
parts (22 per cent) (Figure 3). 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 3: Illegal waste sites showing key waste type, March 2012 
 
 
Illegal waste sites can store, treat or dispose of waste. Over a quarter (26 per cent) of the illegal 
sites we knew about at the end of March 2012 were storing waste (Figure 4). We also found a 
large number (21 per cent) of illegal waste transfer stations. 
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Figure 4: Types of illegal waste site, March 2012 

Focus on reducing illegal waste sites 

In 2011-2012 we stopped illegal activities at 759 sites. We did this either by closing them down 
(670 sites) or helping the site to move into legal compliance and get the right permit (28 sites) or 
exemption (61 sites) to operate. 
 
Even though we shut down a significant number of sites each year there has only been a slight 
downward trend in the total number of illegal waste sites (Figure 5). This highlights the sheer scale 
of the illegal waste site problem and the large number of sites we find each year. 
 
Our challenge is to develop our understanding of this problem further. This is a priority for our new 
taskforce tackling illegal waste sites. 
 
Since we launched our taskforce in December 2011, the number of illegal waste sites identified 
has almost doubled. We expected this rise as we developed our intelligence on sites and illegal 
operators. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5: Trends in the number of illegal waste sites, April 2009-March 2012 
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The taskforce will continue to collect information to help us understand why sites operate illegally 
and work out the best way to reduce their numbers effectively. We can then share best practice 
and use this not only to close down more sites more quickly, but also to reduce the risk of them 
reopening. 

About the illegal export of waste 

One of the biggest challenges we face is knowing how much waste is exported illegally from 
England and Wales. Economic growth and globalisation have seen a worldwide increase in waste 
exports and imports. This growth has generated a lucrative market in exporting waste, some of 
which doesn’t meet the rules. 

Between April 2008 and March 2011 we took part in a government-funded project to develop and 
trial intelligence-led inspection, compliance and enforcement approaches to control waste exports. 
We now only inspect containers that we suspect are non-compliant. As a result, we inspect far 
fewer containers than we used to do under the old system of random dockside inspections. We 
carried out this work with partners, including the police, Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs, the 
UK Border Agency, local authorities and key waste sector representatives. 

We have also worked with shipping lines so they can: 

• refuse to accept bookings from sites which are known to have made illegal exports 
• tell their customers what they will and won’t accept in terms of waste shipments, particularly 

waste electrical and electronic equipment (WEEE) shipments. 

We have also worked with the police on site raids and arrests when illegal exporters are also 
involved in other serious and organised crime.  
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Serious charges for the illegal export of 
waste 

While it is legal to export waste, such as plastics, for 
recycling in some countries, it is illegal to export waste 
for disposal. The last thing we want is waste from 
England and Wales being dumped overseas causing 
harm to people and the environment. The waste 
criminals also avoid the costs of recycling in the UK 
and undermine law-abiding businesses.  

We undertook a rigorous two year investigation into the export of approximately 750 tonnes of 
contaminated waste to Brazil. 

The shipment, described as mixed plastics, was rejected by the Brazilian authorities and the 
containers were repatriated to the UK. The forensic examination of each of the 89 containers 
was a painstaking process which lasted several months. 

Four individuals and two companies have been charged with environmental crime offences. Two 
individuals and one company have pleaded guilty for their roles in exporting household waste. 

The case will be heard at the Old Bailey in the autumn, rather than in a magistrate’s court, 
showing the scale and complexity of the case. 

About illegal dumping 

In 2011-2012 we dealt with 262 incidents of large-scale illegal dumping of waste. 

Local authorities in England and Wales dealt with just over 860,000 incidents of smaller-scale and 
less organised illegal tipping of waste, known as fly-tipping, during 2010-2011. 

Our data (Figure 6) suggests a significant change in the number of incidents we are dealing with 
but this is mostly due to the changes in the way we report illegal dumping incidents. Since quarter 
1 (Q1) 2011-2012 we have included dumping that: 

• risks pollution of rivers or lakes 
• poses an immediate risk to human health, or 
• causes a serious risk of flooding. 

When the increase due to this change is taken into account, the numbers are broadly similar. 
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Figure 6: Trends in illegal dumping incidents we dealt with, April 2009-March 2012 

What’s being dumped? 

Almost a quarter (24 per cent) of illegal dumping incidents that we dealt with in 2011-2012 involved 
waste from construction, demolition and excavation activities (Figure 7). This is an increase of five 
per cent from 2010-2011. 

We also saw a significant number of incidents involving chemical drums, oil or fuel (19 per cent), 
and tyres (16 per cent). There was one incident involving clinical waste and one incident involving 
white goods. 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 7: Types of illegal dumping incident we dealt with, April 2011-March 2012 
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Joining forces to tackle illegal 
dumping of waste 

After our enforcement officers found over 
3,000 tyres at an illegal site in Lincolnshire 
we started to investigate the activities of the 
so-called 'million-tyre man'. 

It currently costs between 60p and 80p to 
dispose of a tyre in the UK. To avoid paying 
this much an individual dumped over 800,000 
tyres at environmentally-sensitive locations in 
Essex, Norfolk, Yorkshire, Worcestershire 
and Lincolnshire. His activities also had an 
adverse impact on legitimate businesses.  

 

Throughout the investigation we worked closely with the local authorities, fire and rescue 
services and land agents. With their help we were able to develop intelligence on the 
disposal route from the point of collection to the multiple illegal waste sites around the 
country. 

We were able to build up a national picture of his illegal activities. This helped our 
prosecutors bring together his many different offences before the Crown Court to 
demonstrate the full extent of his offending behaviour. 

In November 2011 the courts jailed this serial offender for a total of 15 months. 
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3. How we're tackling waste crime 
We are taking tough action to deal with  
criminal behaviour. 

Our chances of detecting waste firms that deliberately operate outside of the law are higher than 
ever. Not only will we take tough action to stop them but we will use powers to take away the 
proceeds of their crimes wherever possible. 

Being tough on waste criminals 

During 2011 we took 335 prosecutions for illegal waste activity (Figure 8). 

The highest fine for waste crime in 2011 was £170,000. The fines given for waste offences relate 
to the nature and scale of the crime. 

Prosecution outcomes 2009 2010 2011 

Number of successful prosecutions 258 280 335 

Number of successful prosecutions for illegal 
waste exports 

- - 15 

Total fines (£) 1,016,158 942,967 1,700,032 

Highest fine (£) 75,000 50,000 170,000 

Number of custodial sentences 6 5 16 

Longest custodial sentence (months) 30 16 27 

Figure 8: Waste crime prosecutions, 2009-2011 

A new approach to tackling environmental crime 

Waste crime is often organised, large scale and profitable. 

In the last few years we have adopted police methods to tackle waste crime by gathering 
information and developing intelligence. This allows us to react to the changing nature of 
environmental crime and target our activities. 

Not just prosecution 

We don’t just use prosecution to tackle illegal waste activity. 

We are working with our enforcement teams to use more effective interventions and prevent waste 
crime. Examples of our prevention activities include: 

• Working with operators so they understand their legal obligations. This may result in them 
applying for an environmental permit or exemption for their activities. 

• Helping stop illegal activities by taking new and proactive approaches, such as using stop 
notices, injunctions and bail conditions. 
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• Working with a range of partners to develop better intelligence. We’ve seen how well this can 
work through the Extending Our Reach Programme, a pilot project which used information from 
the community to help tackle local crime issues. 

• Working with offenders or partners to put right any environmental harm or damage. During 
2011-2012 we issued 32 notices requiring those responsible for causing the problem to clean 
up the illegal waste activity. 

• Using the ‘waste stream approach’ to understand the way in which different types of waste 
move from the point they’re produced to being disposed of, recycled or recovered. Once 
understood, we can identify the most appropriate places in the chain to intervene. This may be 
working with industry to improve practices or targeting our enforcement action. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our waste crime priorities 

We regularly review our waste crime priorities, set ourselves challenging targets and monitor how 
we are performing. In delivering our priorities we will target certain waste streams and prioritise 
investigations involving these wastes. During 2011-2012 tyres, metal and hazardous waste were 
our priority waste streams. In 2012-2013 construction and demolition waste will also be a priority 
waste stream. 

Priority: Reduce the number of illegal waste sites 

Our data shows we have closed about 1,000 sites every year for the last three years. However, 
as we also find a large number of sites each year, the total number has remained around the 
same. 

One of our corporate targets over the next few years is to reduce the overall risk presented by 
illegal waste sites, concentrating our efforts on the highest risk sites. But we want to challenge 
and stretch our performance to see a significant and lasting reduction in the number of illegal 
waste sites. 

Our illegal waste site taskforce will help us to see benefits in the future as we develop 
approaches which focus on preventing crime. 

Priority: Understand the scale of illegal waste exports and reduce the size of the problem 

We don't know how much waste leaves England and Wales illegally. We want to work this out so 
we can assess how well we reduce this activity. 

We have committed more resources during 2012-2013 to understanding the scale and nature of 
illegal waste exports. We will work to identify and focus our efforts on intercepting the shipments 
we suspect as being illegal. Working with partners means that they too are then more able to 
help stop illegal activity. 

Priority: Reduce illegal dumping 

The illegal dumping of waste remains a priority for us. We will continue to manage the risks 
associated with serious and organised dumping of waste. 

Priority: Target repeat offenders 

We are focusing our efforts and resources on bringing priority offenders to justice. This means 
we look to identify and take action against offenders linked to multiple crimes, crime types or 
sites. By focusing on serious crimes and priority offenders, we can reduce waste crime rather 
than simply move it somewhere else. 

Priority: Encourage waste producers to take responsibility 

All waste producers need to make sure they manage their waste responsibly and meet their duty 
of care so waste doesn't end up in the hands of illegal operators. We are currently looking at 
waste producer and carrier behaviour for the tyre sector, focusing on how we can encourage 
increased compliance with duty of care requirements. 
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Challenges ahead 

Improve our evidence base 

We have gaps in our knowledge which we need to address. The priority objectives we have set 
aim to: 

• Measure our effectiveness in tackling waste crime and understand the best action to take in 
each type of case. 

• Establish the impacts of waste crime on legitimate businesses, communities and the 
environment. We will use this to guide our choice of response, prepare evidence for 
government to improve our powers, and influence better sentencing by making courts aware of 
the true impact of serious waste crime. 

• Establish the nature and scale of illegal waste exports. 

Implement new powers 

The government has promised new powers to seize vehicles used in committing waste crime. This 
will help us disrupt criminal activities. We are working with the Department for the Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) to get the new regulations in place so we can implement them as 
soon as possible. 

Share information on exports 

We are working with government to gain access to export monitoring data held by Her Majesty’s 
Revenue and Customs. With access to this data we will be able to: 

• increase our knowledge about illegal export activities 
• detect illegal shipments of waste better 
• target offenders more effectively and prevent shipments leaving the UK. 

Natural Resources Body for Wales 

In November 2011, Welsh Government announced that it intended to create a Natural Resources 
Body for Wales, bringing together the work of Environment Agency Wales, Countryside Council for 
Wales and Forestry Commission Wales. 

We will help manage the transition of waste crime work into the new organisation which will 
regulate and ensure compliance with waste legislation in Wales through its own operations from 1 
April 2013. 
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4. Focus on: 
The Proceeds of Crime Act (POCA) 

What is POCA? 

We want to make sure that serious waste crime doesn’t pay. We work with the police and other 
enforcement agencies to put waste criminals out of business. 

POCA allows a court to deprive convicted offenders of the assets they’ve gained from crime. 

Illegal operators are often motivated by profit or by a desire to avoid the costs of working within the 
law. We know that some convicted offenders have continued to operate illegally. Removing their 
profits is one of the best tools we have so they can’t continue to operate. 

How does POCA work? 

We can only use POCA once a court or jury has found someone guilty of a crime or crimes. 

We can: 

• Ensure environmental crime does not continue after convicted illegal operators have paid their 
fine or served their prison sentence. 

• Investigate an offender's finances and find the profits they have made if they try to hide them. 
• Apply for a restraint order to stop the offender disposing of any of their assets while 

investigators identify their illegal profits. 
• Present evidence so the court can make a confiscation order, which is the amount the offender 

has to pay. 
• Benefit from a default prison sentence set by the court, which the offender will serve if they fail 

to pay. 
• Take away the offender's profits, even if they serve time in prison. 

Why do we use POCA? 

We believe POCA can have a considerable impact on any offender - possibly more than the 
conviction and sentence. 

We have used POCA successfully and achieved some substantial orders. One of the biggest in 
2011 was against the boss of an illegal waste company from Berkshire. He was ordered by the 
Crown Court to pay more than £800,000 under POCA for waste offences. If he doesn’t pay he 
could face five years in prison. 

Confiscations under POCA 
Number of ongoing financial investigations 132 
Number of confiscation orders 26 
Total confiscated (£) 2,245,494 
Highest confiscation (£) 881,513 

Figure 9: Our confiscations under POCA, 2011 
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5. How you can help us 
Everyone has a part to play to help solve 
the waste crime problem. 

What you can do 

Waste crime is a serious offence with tough penalties. Make sure you deal with your waste 
responsibly. This will help us stop illegal activity and stop those who illegally handle waste from 
getting away with it. 

Everyone who disposes of waste has a duty of care to ensure their waste is handled correctly. 
Whether you are a business, local authority or householder you must make sure you know where 
your waste goes so it doesn’t end up in the hands of illegal operators. 

If you don’t dispose of your waste correctly you risk being prosecuted and fined. If you operate a 
business this could seriously damage your reputation. 

If you are a business: 

• Be wary of people or businesses offering cheap waste removal and disposal. You must have 
your waste removed by a registered waste carrier. Check with us that your carrier’s registration 
is valid - call us on 03708 506 506 or check the public register [www2.environment-
agency.gov.uk/epr/]. 

• Complete waste transfer notes to document and describe all waste you transfer - remember 
you must keep them for two years. 

• Don’t let your waste escape and affect the environment - store and transport it appropriately 
and securely. 

• Know where your waste is going. To find licensed recycling and waste disposal sites in your 
area use our Waste Directory [www.environment-agency.gov.uk/wastedirectory]. 

• Know your responsibilities if you produce, store, transport or dispose of business waste - this is 
your duty of care. Read more in our guidance on duty of care [www.environment-
agency.gov.uk/business/topics/waste/40047]. 

If you are a local authority: 

• Take an interest in your civic amenity sites and how your waste operators manage these sites. 
• Check your waste sites are operating in line with the conditions of their permits. You could audit 

existing and potential waste contractors and their facilities. 
• Build your knowledge of waste crime in your local area. By sharing information and intelligence, 

we can improve our approach and shut down more illegal waste sites. 
• Make sure you know what happens to your own business waste. Check out the credentials of 

the waste disposal contractors you are using to dispose of your waste. 

• We want to work with you to reduce waste crime and get the best outcome for the environment 
and your community. 

If you are a householder: 

• You don’t need to worry about your regular bin collections by the local authority, but any 
contractor you hire, like builders, house clearers or gardeners, will normally need to be a 
registered waste carrier to take your waste away. Check with us that their registration is valid - 
call us on 03708 506 506 or check the public register [www2.environment-agency.gov.uk/epr/]. 

http://www2.environment-agency.gov.uk/epr/
http://maps.environment-agency.gov.uk/wiyby/wiybyController?x=357683.0&y=355134.0&scale=1&layerGroups=default&ep=map&textonly=off&lang=_e&topic=wastedirectory
http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk/business/topics/waste/40047.aspx
http://www2.environment-agency.gov.uk/epr/
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• Store your waste safely while it is awaiting collection. Don't let waste escape or leak and harm 
the environment. 

How to report waste crime 

If you have information about serious waste crime you can report it to us. Please don’t ignore it. 

We can all keep an eye out for illegal waste operations. Suspicious behaviour may alert you to 
illegal waste sites. Look out for: 

• activity through the night 
• increased numbers of lorries entering a site 
• smoke 
• water pollution. 

We rely on members of the public and legitimate businesses to help us identify the culprits so we 
can stop waste crime. 

If you suspect someone is disposing of your waste illegally or you want to alert us to other illegal 
waste operations, call our incident hotline on 0800 80 70 60.  

If you want to report information anonymously call Crimestoppers on 0800 555 111. 
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