
BRITISH BROADCASTING CORPORATION    RADIO 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TRANSCRIPT OF “FILE ON 4” – “DIRTY SECRETS” 

 

 

 

 

 

CURRENT AFFAIRS GROUP 

 

 

 

 

 

TRANSMISSION: Tuesday 12
th

 November 2014 2000 - 2040 

REPEAT: Sunday 16
th

 November 2014  1700 – 1740
 

 

 

 

 

REPORTER: Allan Urry 

PRODUCER: Carl Johnston 

EDITOR: David Ross 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PROGRAMME NUMBER: PMR445/14VQ5536



- 1 - 

THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT 

COPIED FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING 

AND THE DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL 

SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 12
th

 November 2014 

Repeat:  Sunday 16
th

 November 2014
 

 

Producer:  Carl Johnston 

Reporter:  Allan Urry 

Editor:  David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY OF GATE BEING UNLOCKED 

 

SCOTT: We’re walking along on the top - in total - of 

something that probably adds up to six thousand lorry loads, a hundred and twenty thousand 

tons, something like that. 

 

URRY: As much as that? 

 

SCOTT: Yes. 

 

URRY: That’s huge. 

 

SCOTT: Yes. 

 

URRY: A mountain of rubbish containing toxic chemicals 

hidden in an old quarry right next to drinking water. In this programme, we investigate the 

twilight world of waste crime. It’s a world of tax evasion and illegal dumping by those who 

threaten our environment and our health.  

So how many people will be supplied by the drinking water that comes from this area? 
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SCOTT: It’ll certainly be in the tens of thousands. 

 

URRY: It’s the job of the UK’s Environment Agencies to 

tackle waste crime, but how well are they equipped for the task when vast profits can be 

made from cheating the system, and the worst kind of people are muscling in? 

 

CUDDIHY: Its drugs, violence, money laundering, fraud, 

immigration – you name it, they’re involved in it. 

 

URRY: We reveal the extent to which organised crime has 

infiltrated the sector. What’s being done to stop top tier criminals from increasing their grip 

on the industry? Tonight File on 4 unearths Britain’s dirty secret. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY AT RECYCLING PLANT 

 

KIRKMAN: That noise you can hear now, the process is just 

starting up and you’ll see everything start to get separated. So we’ve got paper and metals, 

plastics altogether. This equipment, the magnets and the robot eyes, will separate out all those 

materials. 

 

URRY: The robot eyes? 

 

KIRKMAN: Yes, the robot eye is the latest bit of tech. This 

equipment is shining a light onto the conveyor belt, and depending on what light comes back, 

it knows if it’s a bottle or a can or a piece of paper. 

 

URRY: They’ve got to separate it out as well as identifying it 

all in one piece … 

 

KIRKMAN: It’s identifying it, counting it and then separating it out. 
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URRY: This is waste management in the 21st century. On a 

reclaimed, decontaminated site of a former gasworks, just off the Old Kent Road in the 

London Borough of Southwark, there’s a state of the art processing facility. Richard Kirkman 

is technical director for Veolia, one of the big players in the UK market and the local 

council’s partner. 

 

KIRKMAN: Here we’ve got the magnets and the eddy current 

separators. This technology here removes aluminium cans that aren’t magnetic. You can see 

them being pinged off of the conveyor, so we induced a magnetic circuit in them and then 

they can be repelled from the conveyers. 

 

URRY: You induce a magnetic circuit into them? Quite a piece 

of kit then, isn’t it? 

 

KIRKMAN: It’s equipment like that that’s enabled us to build 

facilities like this. 

 

URRY: What struck me just walking around this plant is the 

volume of waste that’s just produced by one London borough. Vast amounts coming in here, 

whizzing around on all these conveyor belts, going in all sorts of different directions.  

Countless tons of it coming in with lorries delivering all the time, with people coming into 

the centre to drop off their recyclable bits and pieces. 

Every year the UK produces about 300 million tons of rubbish. But there’s a lot that can be 

re-used. 

 

ACTUALITY AT PLANT 

 

URRY: We’re high up now, close to the factory roof actually, 

and right down below me, lots and lots of baled waste. So what’s that? 

 

KIRKMAN: Well, this is the end product. Not so much waste now, 

more product. We’ve got cardboard, mixed paper, plastic bottles and metal cans. 
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URRY: How much material do you process in any given day 

then? 

 

KIRKMAN: We’re probably processing about a thousand tons a 

day. 

 

URRY: This is what Government wants more of - sorting waste 

helps Britain meet EU directives aimed at keeping rubbish out of landfill, where by-product 

gases and run off liquids can be a threat to the environment. With recycling and re-use, waste 

is becoming more of a commodity. Companies like Veolia can offset the costs of treatment 

and proper disposal by selling recovered materials like aluminium and paper. But File on 4’s 

been finding out there’s plenty of scope for the less scrupulous to make money by not 

following the rules. 

 

ACTUALITY OF GATE OPENING 

 

MITCHELL: Most of the waste on this site came on in skips as 

mixed waste and it’s just broken window frames, plastic bags, soil-like material – all sorts in 

there. 

 

URRY: Ed Mitchell is an executive director of the 

Environment Agency, the organisation responsible for licensing and enforcement of waste 

sites in England. Just five miles away from Lambeth’s state of the art recycling plant is the 

uglier side of the trade. We’re at a transfer station, a place where waste can be legally 

deposited prior to disposal. The problem with this one is that there’s been plenty of 

depositing, but very little disposal. It’s got so bad, the Agency’s just closed it down. 

So, I mean, all this stuff here, you know, old bits of pallet and other wood that’s been 

separated out after a fashion. So how come they’ve not moved it offsite? What’s been the 

problem? 

 

MITCHELL: The economics of waste management incentivise 

people to bring waste onto sites, so you’ll be very familiar, I’m sure, with landfill tax. When 

waste goes to final disposal you pay a tax on that disposal if it goes to landfill, but you don’t 

pay that until it’s actually finally disposed, so people are taking waste onto site in the hope 
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MITCHELL cont: that they will segregate out the bits of value and then 

minimise their landfill tax liability. But people who wish to exploit that can on occasion 

continue to take waste on site, knowing that they can’t really get rid of it and can’t afford to 

get rid of it, and that’s when we start to see real problems. 

 

EXTRACT FROM NEWS BROADCAST 

 

REPORTER: Now there are still plumes of smoke rising up in the air 

here more than 24 hours after ….. 

 

FIREMAN: The crews were confronted with a very, very serious 

fire and this posed a significant threat …. 

 

URRY: Concern has been mounting about the number of waste 

site fires which have broken out. The issue has even been debated in Parliament. MPs heard 

there were more than six hundred incidents across England and Wales in 2012/13, the most 

up to date figures available. One MP calculated costs to the English and Welsh economies at 

£32 million in those two years alone. For James Fulford, the author of a report commissioned 

by the Environmental Industry, there’s always going to be a level of risk because, with 

combustible materials, accidents can happen. But he’s also suspicious that some of these fires 

are set deliberately to avoid the costs of disposal. 

 

FULFORD: There are cases recently where the fires are so big that 

motorways have been closed for short periods of time whilst the fire engines have attended. 

Many of those will be you know genuinely unfortunate incidents, which are really damaging 

to the business in question. But in other cases, we speculate that there may be people who are 

actually setting fire to the waste that they’ve collected, they’ve been paid to collect it and it 

now sits on their balance sheet and on their premises as a liability. If their business is in 

financial trouble, it’s easier to set fire to it than it is to dispose of it legally. And we know that 

there’s CCTV footage out there of people loading waste fires, using big shovels to load the 

waste fires before the fire engines arrive, so we know that it’s going on.  

  

  



- 6 - 

URRY: And that’s another way of avoiding Landfill Tax that is 

currently at a high of £80 a ton. Government has been increasing the rate to try to reduce the 

amount we bury. And, as a policy instrument it’s worked. Today, 40% is recycled, compared 

with just 11% at the turn of the century. But it’s had the unforeseen consequence of attracting 

crooks. The higher the tax, the more money you can make by dodging it - if you can get away 

with it.  

 

ACTUALITY IN YORKSHIRE 

 

SCOTT: This is the entrance to the site. Gates across the front – 

‘Private property – keep out.’ 

 

URRY: Not private any more though, is it? 

 

SCOTT: No, it isn’t private anymore. As you can see, there’s 

people been coming in and out and there’s evidence that people have been riding round on 

motorbikes, bits and pieces of people’s hedge cuttings etc, etc. 

 

URRY: It’s not hedge cuttings which have been the problem at 

a disused quarry in the East Riding of Yorkshire. Here the landowner, Philip Slingsby, 

illegally tipped construction and demolition waste on an industrial scale. Mark Scott, area 

manager for the Environment Agency, took File on 4 onto the site. 

Can we get through here then … this big barrier? 

 

SCOTT: I think actually it’d be better if we just go round the 

side. Just be careful how we go. What you’re looking down into here is the old quarry 

bottom, so what you can see is the sandstone, and it would have been from here historically 

where the sands and gravels were removed. What we’re actually standing on here now is all 

tipped material. It was this that Mr Slingsby and his associates were seen bringing in.   

 

URRY: So this is part of the rubbish tip right in front of the 

gate here? 

 

SCOTT: We are standing on it as we speak, yes. 
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URRY: So this, to my untrained eye, looks like waste ground 

now, but right underneath us is thousands of tons of stuff that’s been illegally tipped. 

 

SCOTT: Yeah, we’re walking along on the top, in total, of 

something that probably adds up to six thousand lorry loads, a hundred and twenty thousand 

tons, something like that. 

 

URRY: As much as that? 

 

SCOTT: Yes. 

 

URRY: That’s huge. 

 

SCOTT: Yes. And, well, to put it in some sort of context for 

you, if Mr Slingsby had been running this as a legal operation, the disposal cost of that waste 

would have been somewhere approaching £600,000. 

 

URRY: It’s not just the tax evasion. Genuine landfill sites have 

to be properly engineered, because biodegradable material produces liquid runoff called 

leachate that contains toxic chemicals. The ground needs to be lined and liquids channelled to 

tanks so that they can be properly disposed of, but there was none of that here. This is 

particularly troubling because it’s threatening groundwater. 

 

ACTUALITY AT TIP 

 

URRY: Just walking to the edge of this enormous mound that 

has been created by this tip, which nature is just starting to reclaim back now. The really 

chilling sight actually is when I look through the hedge here, still on this mound, and 

probably twenty metres away is the borehole that’s maintained and operated by Yorkshire 

Water, the premium water source for this area is that close to this waste dump which, as we 

know, has toxins in it. 

 

  



- 8 - 

SCOTT: What you’ve got there are the supply boreholes that are 

going down into the sandstone. And despite the fact that it doesn’t look a lot, what that 

represents is part of the Selby well field that supplies drinking water for a lot of people in 

Yorkshire. 

 

URRY: And this is really high quality stuff, isn’t it? 

 

SCOTT: Very high quality stuff, yes. 

 

URRY: It hardly needs any treating at all. 

 

SCOTT: That’s absolutely correct. 

 

URRY: So how many people will be supplied by the drinking 

water that comes from this area? 

 

SCOTT: It’ll certainly be in the tens of thousands. 

 

URRY: Tests at this dump confirm the presence of harmful 

materials - pesticides, PCBs, which can contain neurotoxins, lubricating oils, a variety of 

organic chemicals and asbestos. And all this within a few metres of fresh drinking supplies 

for tens of thousands of homes. So the water company and the Agency have had to increase 

monitoring, looking for any sign that pollutants might affect groundwater and so far the 

water’s been given the all clear.  

For the man who left this ticking time bomb behind, 42 year old Philip Slingsby, there was a 

twelve month jail sentence. The court ordered him to pay £200,000 from the proceeds of 

crime. An accomplice received a suspended prison term and a recovery order of £20,000. Yet 

the court heard Slingsby made £850,000 from his illegal tipping and other business interests. 

The judge was told he’d blown most of the cash. With that sort of money to be made, perhaps 

it’s little surprise the Environment Agency have been discovering thousands of these illegal 

dumps up and down the country. And there’s a chilling new revelation. Although they’ve not 

published the figures yet, the Agency has told File on 4 more than 40% of dumps they find 

are close to what they call sensitive receptors - water sources, or fragile environments, even 
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URRY cont: schools. But almost as fast as they’ve been closing 

them down, others have sprung up, according to the EA’s Ed Mitchell. 

 

MITCHELL: Going back to 2012/13, for instance, we closed down 

about 1,250 illegal waste sites and something in the region of 1,100 new sites appeared and 

we became aware of them. And one of the great problems around waste is that operators get 

into trouble on one site and then try and reappear under a different name with different 

directors or different company structures somewhere else, and we have to keep right on top of 

that. If you look at last year, we closed down 730 illegal waste sites and about 550 new ones 

appeared, so we are steadily now reducing the number of illegal waste sites that there are.  

But as I say, it’s a bit like painting the Forth Bridge, it’s a permanent battle for us to stay on 

top of that. 

 

URRY: Government had funded a special task force within the 

Environment Agency in England to tackle the problem. But it’s been wound down. The trade 

is worried that waste crime in the UK is now reaching epidemic proportions. A report 

commissioned by the environmental industry suggests it’s costing around £800 million in tax 

evasion and lost business. The report’s author, James Fulford, argues an Agency budget of 

£17 million a year is nowhere near enough. 

 

FULFORD: It’s like putting a finger in the dyke, the problem keeps 

getting worse and worse, and the resources that are available to the Agency are just far too 

small, I think, for the size of the problem. Since our report was published, there’s been a new 

Government announcement at the time of the last budget, another £5 million has been found 

to support the Agency in enforcing against waste crime, but if you think that we’re talking 

about hundreds of millions of pounds of lost taxation, it doesn’t look like the agency are 

finding anywhere near all of the problem. It would be sensible to be spending a huge amount 

more on making sure we’re properly enforcing and getting this material into the legal system 

and getting the tax. 

 

URRY: Well, your report suggests that £25 million a year is the 

basic minimum that’s needed for enforcement. How close is it to that figure? 
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FULFORD: At the moment its difficult breaking down 

Environment Agency budgets, they have significantly less than that at the moment. As 

they’ve become better at looking, they’ve just found more and more and more incidents of 

waste crime out there, suggesting that the problem, that they’re not touching the sides of the 

problem. 

 

URRY: Well, they say that numbers are coming down now, 

that they see fewer illegal waste sites every year.   

 

FULFORD: What we’re talking about here though is waste crime 

that’s happening entirely outside the legal system, it’s not even getting onto the Environment 

Agency’s radar. We hear from the industry that they provide tipoffs to the Environment 

Agency and I’m sure the Environment Agency, do as much as they possibly can to follow all 

of that up, but we’re talking about crime worth hundreds of millions of pounds and an 

Agency which has limited resources and lots of other priorities. I think it’s highly 

questionable that they’ve got the resources or possibly the necessary expertise to be able to 

fully address the size of the problems that they have in front of them.  And if we’re going to 

get serious about it, then we need to make sure that they’ve got both those things - resources 

and expertise. 

 

URRY: We wanted to question a Government minister about 

the issue of resources, but no one was prepared to come on the programme. Instead, in a 

statement, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs told us: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We have made an extra £5 million available to help 

tackle waste crime and supported new sentencing guidelines for the courts reflecting the 

seriousness of these offences. We have also developed a Waste Crime Action Plan that is 

bringing about increased enforcement, making those responsible pay and, where needed, 

widening the Environment Agency’s powers to act. 

 

URRY: But it’s not just the Environment Agency in England 

fighting this battle. 

 

ACTUALITY OF CAR  
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URRY: We’re going through a farmyard now on a pretty windy 

day, but this’ll take us out round to the site itself, will it? 

 

DAILLY: That’s right, directly opposite the site.  This is a public 

right of way; it’s an old railway line, so we’ll get a good vantage point of the site from here.  

 

URRY: Chris Dailly works for SEPA, the Scottish 

Environmental Protection Agency.  He’s been investigating a company whose boss has been 

branded the nation’s worst polluter. We’re heading for a former colliery in rural West 

Lothian.  

 

DAILLY: This area here, which is grassed over now, that was the 

area of waste deposit there, so down that slope, which is formed of old colliery spoil, there 

was about 20 or 30 metre slope in length, so where we can see from here to this area of the 

slope was covered with all manner of waste, construction and demolition waste, carpets, 

plasterboard, buckets, plastic piping - all the sort of miscellany you would expect from a 

construction site or a demolition site.  They were strewn all across the slope, hundreds if not 

thousands of tons. 

 

URRY: The company behind this was called Doonin Plant 

Limited. It were supposed to be restoring this area, but instead it was trashing it. This 

shouldn’t have been a surprise to SEPA, which had suspended a waste management licence 

for the firm as far back as 2006.  The regulator had investigated Doonin for illegal dumping 

at another site in 2007, offences to which it had subsequently pleaded guilty and been fined 

£90,000.  But the owner was able to carry on at the colliery, by exploiting a loophole. 

 

DAILLY: Subsequently, Mr Doonin operated under Waste 

Management Exemptions - that’s the tier below the full licence which permits low risk waste 

management activities to be undertaken. Obviously, they’re only exemptions if they follow 

the strict rules described, and if you stray with those then you’re committing an offence, and 

in this case, clearly the activity was not exempt or wasn’t even licensable.  
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URRY: Doonin had argued he wasn’t storing controlled waste 

at the site but instead turning it into an aggregate material used in construction and was 

therefore covered by these exemptions. SEPA say it wasn’t, and that he was breaking the law. 

 

DAILLY: The waste was deposited in one day, the very next day 

it was covered, so it was a very well organised operation. 

   

URRY: So you couldn’t see what was going on when you did 

previous inspections here then? 

 

DAILLY: There was no evidence of activity such as this or to this 

scale during previous inspections. What we did pick up was when the activity did take place, 

you know, I can’t comment whether there was other unauthorised activity, which we didn’t 

pick up on. 

 

URRY: You’ve found asbestos here in the past, haven’t you, so 

how do you know more of that stuff isn’t there? 

 

DAILLY: The asbestos that was found before was a single sheet 

and that was picked up by the inspector at the time. It seemed to be a discrete, small-scale 

deposit, which was dealt with at the time. 

 

URRY: You don’t really know what’s underneath that lot 

though, do you, until it all gets dug and you get a good look at it? 

 

DAILLY: We don’t, and we haven’t excavated to that extent on 

the site. 

 

URRY: So there could be something really nasty down there. 

 

DAILLY: Yes, potentially. 
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URRY: In 2012, Doonin Plant Limited was finally brought to 

justice. The company was fined £200,000, a record amount for Scotland at the time. Director 

Gary Doonin, whose firm had been in persistent breaches of regulations, was also found 

guilty. So what was his sentence, handed down by the courts only last month? 250 hours of 

community payback, as it’s called north of the border. He’s a free man, so File on 4 contacted 

his solicitor, asking for an interview with him. But neither Gary Doonin nor any of his legal 

team got back to us. They’re likely to be busy with their client because SEPA are taking 

further legal action to try to get Doonin to pay for the clean-up of the former colliery. But 

perhaps that wouldn’t have been so big a job if he had been stopped much earlier. The 

Scottish Environmental Protection Agency say they’re learning lessons from cases like 

Doonin Plant Limited, but they’re also having to grapple with much more serious criminality 

elsewhere. And that means there are bigger fish to fry. 

 

MUSIC  

 

URRY: The involvement of organised crime in the waste trade 

abroad is well documented.  Mafia groups have a tight hold on the market in Italy, where 

there’s mounting concern about environmental damage, increased rates of cancers and birth 

defects. In some parts of America, crime families have been indicted on racketeering charges 

relating to waste contracts. There’s even been a successful US TV drama series about the 

subject. 

 

MUSIC 

 

URRY: The Sopranos was based on the exploits of fictional 

mafia boss, Tony Soprano, whose main income stream came from waste management. But 

that’s just a TV programme, right? It couldn’t really be happening here. Actually, it is - just a 

thirty minute drive from the colliery in West Lothian, Scotland’s new police service has been 

gathering evidence about what’s been dubbed the McMafia. 

 

MUSIC 

 

CUDDIHY: Drugs, violence, money laundering, fraud, immigration 

- you name it, they’re involved in it.  
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URRY: Some of Scotland’s most senior police officers are now 

tackling environmental criminals. They’ve been mapping out who’s involved - something 

they say has been made easier because of a restructuring of the service to give Scotland one 

police force. Detective Chief Superintendent John Cuddihy leads organised crime and counter 

terrorism operations. 

 

CUDDIHY: There are those that operate within the higher echelons 

of criminality. There are a group that know no boundaries, geographical boundaries, limits to 

their imagination; they are driven by supply, demand and profit.  And as a consequence of the 

enhanced mapping that we now have, we can focus on the top 20% of crime groups that 

cause the greatest threat, risk of harm in our communities. And environmental crime or waste 

crime is one of those areas at which they are diversifying into. 

 

URRY: And you’ve actually been able to put a number on this, 

haven’t you, the number of groups that are involved in this sector? 

 

CUDDIHY: Yes, currently we can now map ten organisations, 

organised crime groups who have a footprint in environmental crime currently within 

Scotland. The contracts that are at the higher end are multi million pound contracts. That in 

anybody’s book is a significant dividend to achieve. And where they’re not paying tax on it, 

the profit margin increases when they’re not having to pay that into staff costs or to deal with 

any other health and safety costs that are associated with logistical costs and what have you, 

so the profit margin is huge.  

 

URRY: And are they able to muscle their way into those 

contracts then? 

 

CUDDIHY: Yes again, organised crime knows no boundaries.  

Looking again at the model of businesses, sometimes you have a negotiated takeover in 

certain areas. Sometimes you’ll have a hostile takeover and that could be the threat of 

violence, there could be gratuitous violence involved, but merely the threat of violence could 

compel individuals to involve themselves in that sort of activity. 
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URRY: Keeping pace with this is challenging, not least 

because crime groups are innovative in the way they approach their business. As an example, 

John Cuddihy says some street drug production has, literally, gone underground, opening up 

new opportunities for waste dumping. 

 

CUDDIHY: There are examples in Scotland where those traditional 

crime groups that have been involved in the importation of drugs have procured pieces of 

land. And buying that land, they thereafter excavate the land and they have moved thereafter 

into underground harvesting of cannabis cultivations. We are now seeing that and dealing 

with it and in organised crime will say, ‘We now have a piece of land, we know how to 

excavate it, what else can we bury within that land?’ And this is how they have started to 

migrate into the disposal of waste underground, thinking that if no one can see it there, they 

won’t be caught. 

 

URRY: So once they’re done with the cannabis farms, they 

then fill those gaps underground with illegal waste? 

 

CUDDIHY: Absolutely. They would look to develop that land in a 

way that they can maximise their profit. And if they have dug a hole in the ground, they will 

look to put something in it. 

 

URRY: Police Scotland has a seat at the top table of an 

Environmental Crime Taskforce, set up three years ago. Partners include SEPA, justice 

agencies, local authorities and Scottish Government. They say working together is the only 

way to crack down on organised crime in the waste sector. If you don’t do that, the 

consequences can be catastrophic, as the authorities in Northern Ireland have been finding 

out. 

 

EXTRACT FROM BBC SPOTLIGHT 

 

REPORTER: It is quite shocking just how close the River Faughan is 

to the quarry and the waste management company …. 
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MAN: There was a serious level of land dumping, there’s a 

track record of non-compliance at the waste facility site. We need to get tougher and better on 

those …. 

 

MAN 2: I think these things are inevitable when we have what I 

would describe as a complete breakdown in environmental regulation. 

 

URRY: Earlier this year our BBC current affairs colleagues at 

Spotlight in Belfast were on the trail of those accused of being behind the UK’s biggest ever 

illegal waste dump. 

 

EXTRACT FROM BBC SPOTLIGHT 

 

REPORTER: At first glance you would have no idea what’s been 

going on round here for the past few years, but the truth is astonishing. Just beyond there, 

there’s an illegal dump with an estimated half a million tons of illegal waste, which is about 

ten Titanics in weight. And the truth is that nobody really knows what’s in there. 

 

URRY: The Faughan Valley is an area of outstanding natural 

beauty with lush valleys, ancient woodlands and rolling hills, close to Derry. There’s a small 

community called Mobuoy. It’s there right by the River Faughan, a site of special scientific 

interest, that the half a million tons of waste sits festering. According to Chris Mills, who was 

commissioned by the Northern Ireland Government to carry out a review, it was a 

sophisticated undercover criminal operation at a well-chosen location. 

 

MILLS: I would say that the site itself is almost perfect for 

carrying out this sort of illegal activity. Quite a secluded site, it’s quite hard to actually see 

the areas where the waste was deposited, and of course, there were two businesses. There was 

a materials recycling facility and also a sand and gravel company, so the presence of heavy 

lorries going in and out would be something that people would expect. 

 

URRY: The businesses provided cover for what was really 

going on. But concerns about illegal activity in the area go back to 2007. Local people had 

complained. The council had complained. And the waste company on site was supposed to be 
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URRY cont: subject to a licencing and inspection regime by the 

Northern Ireland Environment Agency.  There was a long history of regulatory non-

compliance, according to the Mills report. Yet, the clandestine dumpsite in and around the 

area had grown to more than a mile long. How could the authorities have missed that for all 

those years?  

 

MILLS: There was no one really taking an overview of the site 

and looking more broadly at all of the aspects of what was going on there.   

 

URRY: But it was referred on, I think, eight separate occasions 

to the most senior division within the Northern Ireland Environment Agency – their 

Environmental Crime Unit. 

 

MILLS: Yes and, you know, as I said in my report, my feeling 

was that the early warning signals were there and action could have been taken at an earlier 

stage. 

 

URRY: But people are struggling to understand why an illegal 

dump that’s more than a mile long wasn’t spotted. 

 

MILLS: Well as I say, there were some warning signs, there 

were some complaints, but at the end of the day, it took a very long time before any definitive 

action was taken. 

 

URRY: It was only last year that the site was finally closed 

down by the Province’s then Environment Minister, the SDLP’s Alex Attwood. It’s estimated 

that organised crime made £50 million from the enterprise. Mt Attwood told File on 4 he 

accepts the agency he oversaw at that time did not take robust action and was under-

resourced. But he argues the bigger question is why the police knew nothing about such a 

profitable, large-scale criminal activity at Mobuoy. 

 

ATTWOOD: This could only have been done by organised crime 

and big organised crime on the island of Ireland. When I asked our police service in Northern 

Ireland at a senior level when I had discovered this dump and when we were moving towards 
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ATTWOOD cont: closing it down, in order to ensure that there wasn’t 

further illegality, our police service told me that they knew nothing about it and that there 

was no intelligence about it. So here we have the biggest illegal dump ever, with multiple 

people and organisations feeding waste into those who are managing that illegal dump, and 

yet nobody, it seems, anywhere knew anything about it. And the planning service who came 

across this did so, they tell me, by accident. So I don’t understand how something of such a 

scale, that had such heavy traffic going in and out, yet nobody in the enforcement agencies 

knew anything about it for a few years when it was ongoing. 

 

URRY: We asked the Police Service Northern Ireland to 

respond to that criticism. In a statement they told us: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Police are committed to working alongside our partner 

agencies in relation to the regulation of waste in Northern Ireland. 

 

URRY: Now the dumping’s been stopped, but much of the 

waste, half a million tons, remains on site. And with the weather worsening, what’s to 

become of it?  

 

ATTWOOD: The D of E minister has said publicly that the clean-up 

cost, its £110million. So the organised crime that was behind this had got £50 million and are 

now going to see the state have to carry out remediation of at least £110million. £160 million 

pounds is what has been lost to the public purse. 

 

URRY: What happens if there’s a wet winter? 

 

ATTWOOD: Of course, there’s going to be multiple risks whatever 

the weather. The weather could make it worse obviously. But whatever the weather, there is a 

huge environmental issue and risk up there, sitting on top of the River Faughan, one of our 

best fishing rivers in Northern Ireland.  And that risk is not going to go away. 

 

URRY: Do you expect more illegal sites to be uncovered then, 

as investigations widen? 
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ATTWOOD: I have no doubt that there are other examples out there, 

but all of that is now getting assessed and determined by the D of E, so there’s more bad 

news, there’s no doubt about that. 

 

URRY: The Mills report commissioned by Mr Attwood called 

for better understanding of the entire waste system, and where criminals are exploiting it.  

The Department of Environment, Northern Ireland say the series of recommendations he 

made have all been accepted and that most have already been put into action. So far no-one 

has stood trial for what happened at Mobuoy, although a file is being prepared by the Public 

Prosecution Service. However, the Mills report points out that dealing mainly with the 

consequences of waste crime is costly and unsustainable. Far better, it says, to keep crooks 

out of the industry in the first place. But that horse has already bolted. For James Fulford, the 

author of an environmental industry report, there’s too much to be gained, and too little to be 

lost, to keep crime out of waste. 

 

FULFORD: There have always been dodgy operators operating 

around the margins, but what we’ve got is a situation where the proceeds of crime have 

massively increased. And the penalties, the punishments, the fines, the prison sentences are 

far, far lower for this type of crime than they are for many others, so this is an easy area in 

which criminals can profit with relatively limited risk of either being caught; or if they are 

caught, with fairly low penalties for what they’ve done. You hear colourful stories, you hear 

about people who will defend their sites with violence, who’ve got big fleets of Bentleys and 

other luxury cars, who protect their property with fighting dogs. Europol thinks that there is a 

significant problem with organised crime and talk about the links between waste crime; 

drugs; international people trafficking. Links are being uncovered all the time. 

   

URRY: Now File on 4 can reveal more. We’ve discovered 

there are ten serious criminal groups already operating in England. The Environment Agency 

told us details of these have been passed on to the National Crime Agency. They’ve said they 

expect more to be added to that list in future. For David Palmer Jones, who’s Chairman of the 

Environmental Services Association, a trade body, this adds to the sense of deepening crisis. 
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PALMER JONES: Waste crime is, you know, on my agenda on a daily 

basis and we see it’s an endemic and widespread and growing issue for our particular 

industry.  I think it’s reached its sort of summit because, you know, for the last four or five 

years it’s been allowed to really develop and spread, a bit like a cancer, I think, into our 

industry. These things are really becoming much more serious now and much greater threat 

to the public. It’s not just the waste and recycling industry who are suffering financially 

because of the undercutting from this criminality. It is in fact, the public now who is at risk.  

We use the example of Scotland, who aren’t scared to really target within this criminal 

element of our industry and really send a strong message so, you know, we hope that the 

Environmental Agency, DEFRA and the Government and the Treasury really take note of 

that as well. We say to them that you need a few celebratory cases where, you know, you 

really hone in on some of the bad guys who are involved in these criminality acts, have a few 

celebrated wins, and I think that sends a strong message. 

 

URRY:  So far those cases are thin on the ground. It’s one 

thing to identify serious crime groups within the sector, but another to catch them - a point I 

put to the Environment Agency’s Ed Mitchell. 

So when are we going to see big time criminals behind bars then as a result of illegal waste 

crime? 

 

MITCHELL: We’re starting to see the courts taking waste crime 

more seriously and with the seriousness that I think it deserves. We’re seeing an increase in 

the number that are getting custodial sentences and the duration of those custodial sentences – 

18 months in two cases recently. We also have access to something called the Proceeds of 

Crime Act, which was, you know, originally designed for recovering the proceeds of drug 

crime and things like that.  And there’s also been a recent very, very welcome change in the 

guidelines that is given to courts about sentencing, which we are only just starting to see 

coming through, but is resulting in higher fines and longer sentencing. 

 

URRY: In fact there were only five custodial sentences handed 

out in England, according to the most recently published figures covering 2012/2013. The 

longest prison term was just 18 months. Proceeds of Crime confiscation orders were down 

from more than £2 million the previous year to £1.3 million. This doesn’t take account of the 
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URRY cont: new sentencing guidelines, but it’s still not data that 

suggests top tier criminal gangs are being busted. 

So back to the question, which is when can we expect to see big time criminals behind bars as 

a result of their involvement in the illegal waste trade? 

 

MITCHELL: We are starting to see waste criminals spend time 

behind bars and that can be … 

 

URRY: But gangsters I’m talking about. 

 

MITCHELL: I probably won’t categorise the various different types 

of people that end up behind bars as a result of our prosecutions. I think we are targeting, on a 

risk basis, our resources to be as effective as possible. That is a journey we’re on. It’s not job 

done, but between all of us that work in this field, I think we are starting to win that war. 
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