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Introduction.



Waste management in Devon has been under discussion since 2004 when the County Council asked AEA Technology at Harwell to conduct the study at Reference (a). It is worth quoting the main conclusion of this excellent report, the “Executive Summary” of which is attached in full at Annex A.

“An Analysis of the robustness of this scoring of the scenarios is shown in the figure below and it is clear that Pyrolysis/Gasification is the best option although there is some overlap with Scenario 2 (EfW1- Incineration). There are considerations where scenario 2 scores the highest, however, these conditions represent less than 5% of the combinations tested. Thus thermal treatment with pre-treatment of the waste in a decentralised approach is considered as the Best Practical Environmental Option for Devon County and planning policies can be developed accordingly”.

CPRE Devon has already made its initial opposition to this planning application known to both the Environment Agency and Devon County Council (DCC) in references (f) and (g). Since then many groups have combined to oppose the current planning application, which clearly takes little notice of this report, itself commissioned by the County Council but not until now readily available in the public domain.

This planning application is of the utmost importance in that, whatever solution is chosen for the overall management of waste in Devon, the County Council will be deciding, not on some short-term industrial facility, but committing all of us to a waste management strategy that will last for at least 25 years. There are already more cost/effective technologies in use elsewhere, in Europe, Japan, the United States and the UK. What is certain about technologies is that they advance rapidly to meet a need. It will be crucial, therefore, to avoid investing in yesterday’s technology for the next 25 to 30 years. It is, therefore, imperative that the solution selected is the right one. It remains CPRE Devon’s view that the current proposal by VIRIDOR is using the wrong technology, in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Discussion.

Waste management is a very complex issue in that it is both a local administrative problem as well as regional one. In a county as large as Devon this matters. There is a further complication in that within Devon there are two Unitary Authorities, Plymouth and Torbay, both large and administratively independent.

Insofar as the waste stream in concerned there are marked differences in that South Hams and Teignbridge already recycle over 50% of their waste, the second highest in the country, whereas Plymouth and Torbay at 36% and 38% have a huge potential for catching up with these local authorities, thus reducing the overall need for a second stage treatment by burning or better available technologies. Each Authority has sought to produce its own solution to its unique difficulties and it was, therefore, sensible to create the South West Devon Waste Partnership to drive forward a solution that would make the most of a combined approach to what is a very complex problem that will involve a very large investment at a time of real financial austerity.

Devon is not unique in facing such difficulties; they are commonplace throughout the UK and the rest of Europe. However, a common thread pervades all of them, the influence of the European Landfill Directive and the Landfill Allowance Trading Scheme (LATS), which will progressively fine those authorities who fail to meet increasingly stringent landfill targets. These pressures must surely drive the search for a technology that can achieve the least demand for landfill.

There are, therefore, a number of key issues that will impinge on and influence those on the Devon County Council charged with making these decisions. I would list these as Finance and Value for Money, the search for the right Technology, Transport Issues and the Environmental impact. Bearing in mind the fact that “thermal treatment by pyrolysis/gasification with pre-treatment of the waste in a decentralised approach” was considered as the Best Practical Environmental Option for Devon County as far back as 2004 [Reference (a)], it would seem important and indeed imperative to consider Option 7, which meets those criteria almost exactly. It is not at all clear, at least to me, why the South West Devon Waste Partnership in Reference (e), sections 6.4 and 7.5, has changed the clear emphasis in Reference (a), quoted above, to give a new priority to incineration. Option 7, now coming forward as a coherent alternative to this planning application, would appear to meet this earlier recommendation almost exactly and should be urgently considered .

Finance & Value For Money.
 In present circumstances, these issues will tend to dominate any decision and there are good reasons for this:

*
The present Planning Application.
We understand that one of the reasons VIRIDOR has come forward early in this process is that there is the possibility of a Private Finance Initiative (PFI) being available until March 2011 for this particular planning application. This is not of course “free money” in that it has to be matched by the DCC. It is also true that it is by no means certain that this PFI could not be reapplied for in 2011, were this particular application not to be resolved before then.

· Option 7 is completely different in that its proponents will be offering to deliver a better system in technical and environmental terms at NO cost to the DCC.  Such proposals have come forward elsewhere in the UK and round the world and have been highly commended by the Secretary of State who had “called in” an earlier proposal for conventional incineration at Peterborough.

*
Value for money.
At the end of the day the DCC will have to try and deliver real value for money for those who live and vote in Devon. It will be important that there can be no suspicion of pre-determination or that some sort of “sweetheart deal” has been agreed with the contractor. At the very least, it is our contention that no precipitate decision should be taken until all the options have been properly considered. This is particularly important when one considers that this decision will bind all of us for at least 25 years.

The Search for the Best Available Technology.  This requirement lies at the heart of this decision, in that the original recommendation in reference (a) to “pre-treat the waste in a decentralised approach to Waste Management” is almost exactly what Option 7 is proposing. Furthermore, this proposal to use pyrolysis/gasification as part of the mix is predominantly the highest scoring option in the seminal report in reference (a). 

Whilst it is well understood, and much respected, that both officials and councillors tend to be “risk averse” and not keen to embark on unproven technologies, Option 7 makes use of a widely employed technology (Pyrolysis/gasification) in use in Europe, Japan and the United States for over a decade. Neither of these technologies is un-proven. Indeed, the gasification of coal was the method in use for over 100 years before the introduction of natural gas. The key advantage of the pyrolysis/gasification process being proposed is that it produces products that can be sold and makes almost no demand for landfill, thus reducing the huge financial risk of LATS fines in the future. Coupled with the use of dispersed Materials Recycling Facilities (MRF), Option 7 offers greater employment opportunities and the possibility to make the most economical use of the thermal technology selected.

Transport Issues.
The present proposal put forward in this planning application has always suffered from an acknowledged and critical weakness – the difficulty of access to the New England Quarry. This planning application also takes no advantage of either the Railway or River systems available for the transportation of waste, both likely to offer great advantages at other possible sites over the long heavy truck journeys inherent in the selection of a site that flies in the face of the “Proximity Principle”. In the view of the CPRE this proposal, increasing heavy traffic through Lee Mill village by some 300 heavy truck movements a day will impose a 25 year blight on the local area as well as adding to the traffic on the A38, the main commercial and tourist artery into SW Devon and Plymouth. Option 7 seeks both to make the most of these under-used transport systems whilst, at the same time, reducing the overall carbon footprint in their final solution.

The Environmental Impact.

Even the most cursory glance at the map below shows that the River Yealm and its water catchment area are already under considerable stress.
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This river is only 12 miles long from source to sea, rising on Dartmoor and flowing through an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), reaching the open sea through a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), a designated Sea Bass Nursery Area, an important Oyster Farm and reaching the sea where we have one of the most important Eel Grass Beds in Europe. This is part of the UK’s “Heritage Coast” and is currently covered by at least 17 different management plans.

This short river is already environmentally stressed by at least 3 water extraction facilities, 7 Sewage Treatment Plants, 4 trade discharge works, three of which are already subject to EC Dangerous Substances Directives. There are two Industrial Estates upstream and agricultural run-off into the river, if not carefully controlled, also poses a threat to marine and other wild life. Once the new community of Sherford, designed to house an extra 12,000 people, comes on stream there will be yet further pressure on this vulnerable river. The addition of this extra Waste Incineration plant is likely to cause much damage to what is already a river under considerable stress from over utilisation. Mindful of the Camelford “accident”, currently the subject of an inquest, and the vulnerability of this river to any accidental discharge of toxic materials, it is imperative that we should re-consider the positioning of such a major industrial operation on the banks of such a valuable river.
Other Factors.
 

*
Renewable Energy.
This proposed site lies within a few kilometres of the new Langage Power Station, capable on its own of meeting 100% of Devon and Cornwall’s, and 30% of the entire South West’s electrical energy demand. There are plans to construct two nuclear power stations at Hinckley Point in Somerset and Oldbury in Gloucestershire. These power stations will come on line in 10 – 15 years and between them all they will generate approximately 30TWhs per annum of electricity. There are also plans to construct a second nuclear plant at Hinckley, which would raise the total to 42TWh per annum. Though any source of renewable energy is always useful and easy access to the Grid would be assured, the need for this additional electricity generating capacity in the South West over the next 25 years, the period covered by the life span of this proposed EfW plant, is less strong when set against the likely overall damage to the environment. 

*
Surplus Heat.

Conversely, the position of this proposed facility is of no use in terms of distributing the heat generated by the incineration process, there being no industrial or domestic heat users close enough be relevant. 75% of the EfW’s energy output will be in the form of heat and it will make no sense to waste all this energy to no purpose. The suggestion, that the waste heat from this New England Quarry site could be used to heat the proposed new community at Sherford makes no sense whatever, since this new community will be too far from the quarry site for this to be effective.

*
Impact on the SW Devon area.
This part of the UK relies to a large extent on tourism with its beautiful countryside largely designated as an AONB. New England Quarry, though largely hidden from view by geography, will have a chimney some 90 meters tall which, added to the large chimney stack at Langage Power station, will make a most unwelcome addition to this area, known as the “Gateway to Dartmoor”. The site is itself constrained by a County Wildlife and Geological Site and is surrounded on one side by ancient woodland.  Though the emissions from this plant will have to comply with EU and other environmental directives, there is little confidence in the general public that VIRIDOR can “guarantee” safe operation of this plant. 

Even if we were to accept that there is a case for this incinerator on waste management grounds alone, there will be some extremely unpleasant residual waste, specifically Fly ash, which is toxic, being produced in large quantities close to the river Yealm. The prospect of flood water run-off, toxic leachate reaching the river Yealm, or  faulty operation of the plant, pose too high a risk for selecting this site for such a purpose. 

· Planning Issues. At the end of the day these very big decisions come down to “planning”. In this case, much as with other difficult planning decisions, such as wind farms being set up as part of a renewable energy strategy, they will bind the county and the contractor for 25 – 30 years. These are very complex issues affecting the environment, transport, landscape, designated areas, sites of special scientific interest and the general welfare of the countryside. This planning application sits between the South Hams AONB and the Dartmoor national Park, close to the small market town of Ivybridge and the local AONB. It is hardly surprising that it has generated much passion and controversy. Many people see this whole process as a means of allowing Plymouth and Torbay, each with very poor recycling rates, to truck their rubbish into the beautiful, and hitherto peaceful, South Hams to be burnt!

However, one has to ask in this case, how did an unequivocal recommendation for “thermal treatment with pre-treatment of waste in a decentralised approach” which was considered in 2004 to be “the best practical environmental option for Devon County” and that “planning policies could be developed accordingly”, change over the years into this planning application for a highly centralised, very large incinerator in the countryside, almost equidistant from the two largest producers of waste in the area, Plymouth and Torbay? Furthermore, since it was clear then “that pyrolysis/gasification was the best option”, how have we ended up with an incinerator with its demand for landfill?

These are reasonable questions, particularly since the political climate has completely changed since 2004 and we now have policies that demand “Zero Landfill” and favour localism and give new support for grassroots democracy. This has been well manifest in this case by the huge groundswell of opposition to these proposals which seem to go against the recommendations in a report called for by the DCC itself.

I, and many others attended the Devon Towns Forum conference on waste management on the 1st October this year, sponsored by the DCC. We found it odd that VIRIDOR was on the platform as technical adviser and paid for the quite excellent lunch provided. This presentation, given on behalf of the DCC by the South West Devon Partnership, made no mention of Gasification or Pyrolysis as a considered option. 

It must, surely, be important that there should be no hint of special pleading or pre-determination in this matter or there could be a risk of this whole project being either subjected to judicial review or to being called in by the Secretary of State who is already on record as favouring this more local approach to waste management at Peterborough. We surely do not want to see a repeat of the impasse created in Cornwall and Bristol where incinerators have been blocked at the planning stage with no clear alternative provision immediately available.

Option 7 is little more than a concept at present but so nearly meets the requirements set out for Devon originally, offers large savings and other advantages, that it would seem perverse to proceed with the present planning application, without first allowing a fully worked up project to come forward and to be judged fairly by the South West Devon Partnership. This need not take a long time and would involve many local businesses bidding for the work, a much needed stimulus to the area in these difficult times.

Conclusions.
It would seem premature to take decisions now on this particular planning application for the following reasons:

· There is an alternative proposal, Option 7, that would appear to meet more closely the recommendations set out in reference (a), a study commissioned by the DCC itself.

· On planning grounds alone, it must be wrong for the DCC to take a decision now that would involve both Plymouth City Council and Torbay Council who have, as yet, had no opportunity to consider the alternative proposals that have now come forward.
· It would appear that there are strong grounds for assuming that Option 7 would be much better for the environment, cost less to operate and maintain, and offer employment to a larger number of people, both skilled and unskilled than the current proposal.
· Whilst the pressure to take advantage of the possibility of a PFI grant is understandable, there has been no analysis as to whether this approach (which includes matching funding by the DCC) would offer better value for money than Option 7, which is a cost-free proposal for a technology approach recommended to the DCC in a study which it had itself commissioned originally. The Option 7 proposal would involve no PFI funding, no procurement charges and would not necessarily tie the DCC into a 25 year contract. These are major advantages when considering public expenditure.
· CPRE has long championed the “Proximity Principle”, whether it be for “food miles”, “waste miles” or other issues where transport is a key issue. The Option 7 proposal spreads the responsibility for a sensible waste strategy for Devon into areas where access and the proximity to where the waste is generated is maximised, thus reducing the overall carbon footprint. It is a proposal that can make use of our under-utilised railway system and offers the possibility of using the Tamar as another low-carbon form of transport.

· Option 7 has come forward at the 11th hour in terms of the original time frame set by the DCC. This condensed time frame is not immutable and has been driven largely by the lack of full public consultation in the run up to this planning application and the desire of VIRIDOR to seize an opportunity presented by its ownership of the New England Quarry and the bait offered by a PFI.

· Once the full import of the current proposals became apparent, it is a measure of the depth of feeling and the obvious competence of those involved, that we have arrived at the present position. We now have one submission and a proposal, each aiming to provide a waste Management Solution for the whole of South West Devon for the next 25 –30 years. It is clear, at least to me, that the DCC should not decide in favour of one solution over another until a proper evaluation has taken place.

· This is not a NIMBYist approach by the CPRE. Waste Management is too important, too expensive and too long term to fail both the people and the environment by taking the wrong decision in a hurry. We certainly understand the pressures. The DCC would appear to be between a rock (the possibility of a PFI) and a hard place (the LATS), both of which seem to require a quick decision. This is a false assumption since the Option 7 proposal, if acted upon, would reduce the risk of LATS fines almost to zero and this new proposal would be funded entirely by the contractor.

· It is appreciated that this will incur a delay in the overall process. However, this is too big and too important a decision to get wrong. It will also be important for the DCC to demonstrate that this whole process has been properly conducted, that there has been no pre-determination or suspicion of undue haste for the wrong reasons. Better a delay now than for the Secretary of State to “Call-In” a premature decision as he has done at Peterborough.

Recommendation.

For all the above reasons we believe that Devon County Council, together with Plymouth and Torbay City Councils should instruct the South West Devon Waste Partnership to re-examine both the present planning application and Option 7 with despatch, so as to ensure that we get the best and most cost-effective solution for the future.

Tailpiece.
None of this should be taken as a criticism of the work undertaken by the South West Devon Waste Partnership, which has been under considerable pressure from all quarters. Nor should this be construed as an attack on VIRIDOR, whose pursuit of a solution that would make the most of a land-bank site it already owns is entirely understandable. We believe that the Option 7 solution could benefit VIRIDOR although making use of a different solution to that which they have proposed. At the end of the day we are looking for the right solution in the right places in good time.
Yours sincerely 


Robin Hogg, Chairman.

Annexes:


A. Executive Summary of the AEAT “in confidence” Report for the DCC of March 2004.

B. The Municipal Waste management Strategy for Devon. Section 6.0 “Best Practicable Environmental Option (BPEO)”

C. The Municipal Waste Management Strategy for Devon. Section 7.0 “Costs”
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Ermington Parish Council.
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Ivybridge Town Council

