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ACTUALITY WITH WASTE VEHICLE 

  

FALGATE: That’s a 44 ton artic vehicle bringing in waste from 

Edinburgh City Council. 

  

URRY: Scotland’s capital city buries its rubbish at Dunbar 

landfill, a state of the art facility on the east coast, under the watchful eye of site manager, 

Barry Falgate. 

  

FALGATE: Just now we’re stood on top of the active landfill and 

this is where we’re tipping out today’s waste, and behind us here we’ve got our landfill 

compactor, which is a 55 ton machine with big spiky wheels.  We want to compress as much 

waste down into as little space as possible.  You can see it’s making short work here of 

shoving out a dumper load of waste, which is about 10 to 15 tons of waste. 

  

URRY: Every year the UK dumps close to 50 million tons of 

waste in the ground.  That’s enough to fill Wembley Stadium to the brim more than 50 times 

over.  But how we manage that system has got better over time.  Dunbar are so good at  

  



- 2 - 

URRY cont: it, they’ve even won an award.  Who knew there was 

such a thing?  Five thousand tons a week of industrial, commercial and domestic waste is all 

processed safely and according to regulation. 

  

FALGATE: Before we put any waste in, we put a metre of 

engineered clay in, then it’s lined with a heavy duty plastic and then gravel on top, which 

catches the water that comes from the waste as it degrades.  Then, when we’ve finished, we 

put a plastic over the top and then we put soils on it.  We have the aftercare of this site for at 

least 60 years, so we want to make sure that that waste is safe and we can control the waters 

and gases out of it.  I was brought up round about here; I care what we do here. 

  

URRY: Being part of the local community means Barry 

Falgate is unlikely to let standards slip.  Dunbar keeps records about what has been buried 

where and that should make it easier in the decades to come to assess the potential for putting 

the land to other uses once this place fills up.  All good then, but it wasn’t always like 

this.  Britain’s appetite in years gone by for filling big holes in the ground with waste had 

little regard for the long term consequences to the environment and to public health , and it’s 

starting to haunt us.  That’s what this programme is about.  We’ve been investigating the 

problems these disused landfill sites are causing, and we start with exclusive access to 

unpublished research, which has troubling implications for our coastal communities.  

  

ACTUALITY OF FOOTSTEPS ON BEACH 

  

SPENCER: This is the East Tilbury landfill.  They finished putting 

waste in there in the 1990s, and you can see it comes right up to the edge of the footpath and 

extends, well pretty much as far back as we can see.  And that contains a whole mix of 

industrial, commercial and household waste. 

 

URRY: So that embankment, that lump in the ground, that goes 

all the way back just about as far as the eye can see? 

 

SPENCER: From here, yes. 

  

  



- 3 - 

URRY: Professor Kate Spencer, an environmental geochemist 

at Queen Mary University of London, has been commissioned by the Environment Agency to 

assess what’s going on along England’s coastline. We’re in Essex, on the foreshore of the 

River Thames. 

  

SPENCER: London basically ran out of space to put its rubbish and 

it made sense to put it in boats, bring it down the river and dump it in Essex.  We know, from 

general understanding of environmental pollution, that the kind of materials and the 

pollutants that we were using in the first half of the 20th century, I mean many of them have 

been banned, they would now be considered as controlled wastes, you know, we’d be treating 

them in very careful, kind of monitored ways, not just dumping them in a landfill site. 

  

URRY: Heavier rainfall and tidal surges have started to erode 

the riverbank, exposing all this material to the foreshore.  That made Kate Spencer 

concerned, because people were coming here treasure hunting among the debris. 

  

ACTUALITY OF FOOTSTEPS IN DEBRIS 

 

SPENCER: Here on the floor you can see these little sort of black 

sort of cylinders - they’re the cells from inside old batteries, and we know that batteries used 

to contain lead and all sorts of … 

 

URRY: Mercury? 

 

SPENCER: And mercury, yes.  So that looks like one of those big 

old kind of batteries that’s perhaps broken down and released the individual cells.  So I 

wouldn’t touch those. 

 

URRY: And I can see something over here, look, there’s a 

small bank – 8 or 10 feet high, I suppose, from the foreshore – and we’ve got stuff sticking 

out of it here, haven’t we?  You can clearly see it.  What is all that? 
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SPENCER: Well, that looks like a layer of plastics, fabric, 

textiles.  I’ve come here before and you see fabrics just hanging out of the side of the 

embankment. 

 

URRY: When you took samples from your test sites into the 

laboratory, stuff that would be relatively harmless in its natural state, what did you discover 

about those, and what had happened to the chemicals that they’d been buried with? 

  

SPENCER; We found that they were also really highly 

contaminated, and what we think happens within the landfill site is that, as the waste breaks 

down and it decomposes, it releases lots of soluble pollutants that trickle down through the 

waste, and as they run past sorbent materials, like fabric or paper, then those materials just act 

as a big sponge, and that was a big surprise to us. 

  

URRY: She’s discovered toxins embedded in the seemingly 

harmless everyday items now turning up on our beaches.  Further analysis found high levels 

of contaminants in the soil which is produced as landfill contents rot away.  Another surprise 

was the scale of the problem, which emerged as Kate Spencer began to research data from 

public records held by the Environment Agency.  

  

SPENCER: There are about 20,000 historic landfills in the UK and 

we estimate between one and two thousand of those are either at risk of flooding or erosion or 

both.  

 

URRY: And how much of that is along the coastline? 

 

SPENCER: Those are all along the coastline.  There are several 

thousand more that are on our riverbanks. 

  

URRY: Why should we be worried about these sites then? 

 

SPENCER: We know that people come to these sites and they use 

them for recreational purposes, and we don’t understand what the human health implications 

of that are.  You should be worried about these sites if you like walking along the beach,  
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SPENCER cont: if you like eating fish, if you like swimming in the 

water, if you’re interested in birds and ecology and wildlife. 

  

URRY: There are further complications.  These places became 

disused before a proper system of record-keeping was introduced, so we don’t really know 

how much harmful material is in them. and we don’t know what the effect of seawater will be 

on the already complex landfill biochemistry as they erode.  So what are we going to do?  

  

SPENCER: The perfect option would be to remove the waste and 

put it somewhere much further inland in a nice safe, confined landfill site but the costs are 

just clearly astronomical, you know.  

 

URRY: How much? 

 

SPENCER: We’d be talking billions. 

 

URRY: Billions? 

 

SPENCER: Yes, for the whole of the UK.  We need to identify 

which would cause the most damage if they were to erode or to be flooded, and then we need 

to come up with some suitable management scenarios. 

  

URRY: Who’s got ownership of all these places? 

 

SPENCER: Well, these historic sites, by their definition, have 

surrendered their licences, when the new legislation came in in the mid-nineties. So the 

ultimate responsibility either lies with the local authority or with the Environment 

Agency.  And our understanding is that those resources are limited, so just investigating and 

policing the problem seems to be a challenge at the moment. 

  

URRY: If it’s that big a problem, how come there aren’t 

enough resources to deal with it?  Environment Agency budgets have been slimmed down, 

but it’s local authorities that have responsibility for the majority of historic landfills.  They 

used to get government grants to help fund their environmental health departments to identify 
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URRY cont: sites, risk assess and test them and, where needed, get 

them cleaned up.  But there’ve been cuts to those grants, and since April they’ve been 

scrapped altogether.  According to Alan Higgins of the Chartered Institute of Environmental 

Health, that means in many areas, some of this work has ground to a halt. 

  

HIGGINS: Local authorities have to prioritise where their funding 

goes, and I’m afraid that contaminated land comes quite low down the priority list.  The 

Chartered Institute of Environmental Health did a study on the workforce fairly recently, and 

the areas specifically that were being downgraded were contaminated land, air quality, pest 

control in terms of priority for action. 

 

URRY: So it’s slipping further down the agenda, but what’s 

been the impact of the cuts, then, that you’re actually seeing in practical terms? 

 

HIGGINS: Many authorities are failing to follow up the initial sort 

of risk assessment of sites in their areas.  The Environment Agency again in 2014 did a 

survey which indicated that something like ten or eleven thousand sites had been identified 

for further investigation, but I would suspect that many of those sites have not been 

investigated. 

  

URRY: And does that worry you? 

 

HIGGINS: I think it’s worrying in the context that there may be 

sites out there that are giving rise to problems, that there has been some effort to identify sites 

at risk, and we’ve actually done very little about it.   

  

URRY: We asked the Department for the Environment, Food 

and Rural Affairs about the impact the cuts were having on the ability of local councils to 

clean up problem landfill sites.  In a statement, we were told: 

  

READER IN STUDIO: The Government is committed to the clean-up of 

contaminated land.  Our revised Statutory Guidance means more resource can be directed to 

those sites most in need, and allows local authorities to take a more stringent, risk-based 

approach when identifying and cleaning up contaminated land. 
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URRY: Some of us are already living alongside such places, 

and not just on the coast.  As Professor Kate Spencer’s research discovered, many other 

historic sites are close to rivers, and with more flooding going on, that could put people at 

risk. 

  

ACTUALITY OF HATCH BEING OPENED 

 

BERRY: And then I’ll jump up here, because this bit opens up 

as well.  So the water came up about here. 

  

URRY: Right, and what you’re pointing at is about an inch 

below your kitchen floor, isn’t it? 

 

BERRY: Correct. 

 

URRY: So this whole cellar was full. 

 

BERRY: Yep, and this covers the whole floor area.  Underneath 

here was as big as a swimming pool.  

  

URRY: In February 2014, Ian Berry’s home by the River 

Thames in Chertsey was taking in flood water.  Like other properties in the area, the cellar of 

the house is designed to hold those waters, which then get pumped away.   

  

BERRY: We had a number of pumps constantly going through 

this hole, out that window and just pumping water literally just to the outside, because if we 

didn’t, the water would’ve been higher in here and it would’ve actually flooded inside the 

house.  

  

URRY: The house next door had much the same system, but 

events there took a much more serious turn.  At around 5 o’clock in the morning, Ian and his 

partner were woken by two firefighters banging on the door, checking to see if they were 

okay.  Twenty minutes later they returned with some terrible news. 
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BERRY: They told us there’d actually been a fatality next door - 

little Zane; that Nicole and Kye had been rushed to hospital and were in a serious condition, 

and they said that it was hydrogen cyanide that had been tested and found.  It was a chemical 

and if in the bloodstream, an individual has sort of 10 to 15 minutes to survive. 

  

MUSIC – RADIOHEAD – HUNTING BEARS 

  

GBANGBOLA: It’s very much a blur.  I can remember working 

through the evening, but up to what point, I don’t know.  And that’s consistent with a toxic 

gas poisoning.  It’s simply, you won’t know about it, you would just simply go into cardiac 

arrest, and that was the state in which I was found. 

  

URRY: Kye Gbangbola suffered life-changing disabilities after 

the incident.  He’s now paralysed and confined to a wheelchair.  It was when he regained 

consciousness in hospital though that he was told the worst possible news. 

 

GBANGBOLA: It was many hours after and I woke up and I was told 

that Zane had died. 

 

URRY: His son was only 7 years old.  The previous evening 

the family had sat down together to watch the opening ceremony of the Winter Olympics. 

Now Zane was gone.  So what had happened?  The flooding had come from a direction 

behind their property, where there is an old landfill site with a small lake on top of it.  Nicole 

Lawler, Kye’s wife, says they didn’t know about that waste dump when they moved in. 

 

LAWLER: When we bought the property, we did all of the 

searches that a prudent buyer would be expected to do, and there was no question at all that 

that land was not a landfill in the searches.  What’s now come to light, when we have been 

investigating what happened to Zane, is that that is a landfill.  Not only is it a landfill site, but 

it’s historic landfill site.  There’s no records up to a point when legislation kicks in as to what 

material was put in that land.  

  

EXTRACT FROM NEWS REPORT 
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NEWS READER: Lawyers representing Zane Gbangbola’s family are 

investigating whether their home in Chertsey was affected by hydrogen cyanide gas, released 

when floodwater ran off what they believe to be contaminated land.  Environment Agency … 

  

URRY: The family think floodwaters passed through that 

landfill, picking up a plume of hydrogen cyanide from it, which was released as a gas when it 

entered their basement.  It’s a chemical compound used in industrial processes, but it’s also 

known as a warfare agent.  No wonder the authorities were concerned.  When specialist fire 

service teams arrived at the family home with testing equipment, the gas registered on one of 

their devices.  But last year, at Zane’s inquest, the coroner reached a different conclusion.  He 

found Zane had died accidentally as a result of toxic fumes, but that those fumes were carbon 

monoxide, which he concluded had come from a petrol pump the family had hired to 

supplement the electric gear in their basement managing the floodwaters.  The hydrogen 

cyanide reading was said to be unreliable - the testing equipment may have actually been 

registering different gases.  But there were no readings for carbon monoxide either.   The 

findings remain hotly contested by the family, but they are fighting their corner alone.  The 

local authority, Spelthorne Borough Council, told us as far as they’re concerned, there’s no 

link between the tragedy and the waste tip.  They told us they wanted to reassure people that 

there was no risk to public health - which seems curious, because it’s at odds with 

precautions taken by a specialist government agency, whose staff work in the same area. 

 

ACTUALITY IN GARDEN 

 

URRY: So from your property then, walking down your path, 

how far is it to the building in question? 

  

LAWLER: You can see it’s less than fifty footsteps to the building 

next door, which is owned by the Environment Agency.  

  

URRY: Just behind the hedge here? 

 

LAWLER: Yes. This is officially a lock keeper’s relief cabin, it’s 

for the part time lock keeper. 
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URRY: Zane’s mum Nicole took me to this small building 

right next door to their house.  The Environment Agency is the official licensing body for the 

landfill industry.  Its expertise is so highly rated, it publishes detailed technical guidance 

about some of the most contaminated land in the country.   Nicole found out the Agency had 

fitted special protection measures to the hut, to avert any potential risk from nearby landfill 

gases.  Furthermore, this had been done four years before her son lost his life. 

  

LAWLER: What we discovered is that there was planning 

permission, and a part of that was a condition that showed potential gases from the landfill 

needed to be remediated.  And what they did was to put gas-proof membranes in that 

property. 

  

URRY: This is sort of a lining underneath the thing to stop 

gases coming up from underground? 

  

LAWLER: Yes, and what it says is that it would protect occupants 

and future occupants from migrating gases. 

  

URRY: So right next door, that was done here? 

  

LAWLER: That’s right.  Unbeknown to us.  They knew the risks, 

they protected themselves, but they didn’t tell anybody and we couldn’t make informed 

decisions given the flooding.  We didn’t know we were at risk. 

  

URRY: So why hadn’t the Environment Agency told local 

people about the potential risks they themselves had acted upon? 

 

ACTUALITY WITH PAPERWORK 

 

URRY: We put that question to them, and I’ve got their replies 

in emails here on my desk.  They say there’s no evidence of any risk - they’ve required the 

landowner of the site to carry out regular tests under the terms of a permit, and since that 

permit was issued more than ten years ago, no landfill gas has been detected.  The Agency 

also say the lake above it is home to a healthy fish population.  But yes, their own premises 
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URRY cont: had been protected.  In fact, at Zane’s inquest, the 

coroner was told that a potential risk was identified and consequently ground gas protection 

measures were included in the hut’s design, as a precaution.   

Following Zane’s death, the family had similar measures fitted to their own home.  But they 

didn’t have to pay for it.  A report commissioned by their insurance company decided ground 

gas protection was necessary, and the insurers picked up the bill. 

  

LAWLER: Those inner walls needed to be rebuilt and industrial 

membranes be put in place.  Any hatches that were in the house had to be covered and flues 

needed to be put into the property to pull out any gases to a high level. 

  

URRY: How much has been spent on making your house safe? 

  

LAWLER: It is north of £100,000 just to do the work on the gas-

proof membrane.  

  

URRY: It’s not easy to get insurance companies to part with 

such sums without good reason.  So not everyone agrees the old landfill site outside the back 

poses no risk.  It took the death of their son for this to come to light.  Zane’s family continue 

to campaign about the potential dangers of living near such places.  But more people are 

likely to be doing just that, because Government is encouraging development of land which is 

contaminated.  On paper, it’s an attractive proposition.  Housing on dirty sites means local 

authorities don’t have to find as much green space for properties, and developers pick up the 

bill for making the area safe and habitable. Paul Nathanial, Professor of Engineering Geology 

at the University of Nottingham, is a specialist in sustainable brownfield regeneration.  He 

says Britain’s got a long track record of doing this successfully. 

  

NATHANIAL: There are plenty of examples across the country, high 

profile ones that people will have heard of - the O2 is built on what was once Europe’s largest 

gasworks site.  There are football grounds that have been built on top of landfill sites.  My 

local cinema is on an actively gassing landfill site, and in the carpark there are big metal 

posts, at the top of which there is a metal ball that spins round, and that’s landfill gas venting 

to atmosphere, so there are plenty of examples across the country.  And the UK’s been doing 

this very very well for the last forty, fifty years really. 
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URRY: But some have reservations.  

  

MUSIC: DJ SHADOW 

  

URRY: The front line right now is in Derbyshire, where a 

battle is being fought about plans to put a housing estate on top of an old waste dump.  

There’s a rugby club in the Amber Valley called Amber Valley Rugby Club and 

that’s about as straightforward as this gets.  A developer wants to put 200 homes here. 

Records show the landfill underneath the site took non-hazardous material.  The issue for 

some local residents is that the site itself is surrounded by other vast historic waste dumps, a 

legacy of the days of open coal mining. 

 

ACTUALITY WALKING IN COUNTRYSIDE 

 

JUDSON: There was a clay quarry to the left there, and this area 

was opencast and then backfilled with hazardous waste.  It’s all of that, and then these fields 

here, all the way down the tree line is an unlicensed landfill site, and then just a little bit 

further over is deep hard opencast; another site supposedly took toxic waste, but they don’t 

know what years that was in operation. 

 

URRY: We’re walking down a road which overlooks the rugby 

pitches.  Kellie Judson lives here.  As we pass onto a track heading into countryside, the 

rolling fields we can see are part of this network of industrial dumping. 

  

JUDSON: We’re concerned that contamination from these other 

sites could potentially leach onto this site, that disturbing the ground in this area could pose a 

threat to people living in the locality, and if you don’t know, you just shouldn’t be doing it, 

you know. People are worried about this. 

 

URRY: Under planning requirements, the rugby club site itself 

had to be thoroughly tested. Just because non-hazardous material was buried there, it doesn’t 

mean there are no hazards.  Sure enough, there were soil contaminates found, along with 

gases and vapours.  But the conclusion of the scientific studies was that they could be dealt 

with by modern engineering techniques to ensure anyone living there came to no harm.   
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URRY cont: This has reassured some Amber Valley councillors, 

including deputy leader Trevor Ainsworth, who holds the regeneration portfolio. 

  

AINSWORTH: The developers came forward with this as a plan.  We 

looked at that, it goes to our planning officers.  They look at all the criteria, its position, its 

location and how sustainable it is, and they have said that this is sustainable. 

 

URRY: But they didn’t start out saying that, did they?  They 

had great reservations at first, environmental people in your council? 

 

AINSWORTH: The environmental did, but the actual position and 

situation of it has never been different.  It’s always been a very sustainable area with the M1 

so close, we’ve got the village only less than a mile up the road, it’s quite a big site so it 

would be self-contained.  What they didn’t like was the lack of information that we had 

received the first time round on what toxins may be in the ground. 

 

URRY: Is there anything in the findings that concerns you 

then? 

 

AINSWORTH: Not at the moment, no, because I know it can be 

remediated and made safe.  At the moment, this land is porous, it says that they’ve got 

problems with flooding when it rains heavily on the roads in the area.  That would be sorted 

out, it would be capped so it would no longer be an issue to the local residents.  So it would 

actually be of all-round benefit to the local community, also to the sports club - Sports 

England have recommended that we, that they go for it, because there would be three new 

pitches, a bigger site, a better site, a more accessible site - so everybody wins. 

  

URRY: Kellie Judson’s not so sure. She says it’s the proximity 

of a huge, former hazardous waste landfill just a hundred or so metres away from the rugby 

fields that’s most worrying.   

How much is known about that hazardous waste tip then? 

 

JUDSON: It’s known that it will never be built upon.  I think 

records aren’t complete.  It’s just too big a gamble, it really is. 
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URRY: Aren’t there already houses by that hazardous waste 

tip? 

 

JUDSON: There are, yeah – they’re opposite, on the other side of 

the B600, a row of cottages that have been there for 200 years. 

   

URRY: Has anybody ever come to any harm living there? 

 

JUDSON: Not that I know of, you know, but the ground’s 

remained untouched for years.  We think while this ground remains undisturbed that 

potentially it’s not as dangerous as if they start messing about with it.  There could be 

contaminate linkage between the sites, you know, the environmental pathways might be 

opened up. 

  

URRY: It’s this issue about what’s called pathways that’s at the 

heart of the matter for those worried about health protection.  A pathway might link a site to a 

source of contamination elsewhere.  

 

ACTUALITY WITH PAPERWORK 

 

URRY: Back at Kellie Judson’s house on the hill above the 

Rugby Club, the research she’s been doing still makes her uneasy.  What does lie beneath 

these sites beyond the rugby pitches?  She’s dug out an occupational health and safety report 

dating back to the late 1980s, drawn up because of proposals back then to extend opencast 

mining in the area.  Ultimately the proposals were dropped, but the report does warn of some 

very harmful chemicals.  

  

JUDSON: Hydrogen sulphide gas, hydrogen cyanide gas, 

methane, phenols, pentachlorophenols, and dioxins, polyaromatic hydrocarbons.  It then goes 

on to say what action that has on man - whether that’s acute poisoning, explosive, 

carcinogenic, irritant, and then it goes on to say the smells that are emitted, how they may 

find out what those are.  
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URRY: And has anything been done about any of this since it 

was surveyed? 

  

JUDSON: No, not at all, no - it’s if people don’t ask, don’t tell 

them about it.  And just basically, while it’s under the ground it’s safe.  We think that this 

development could mean that these things are escaping, if they’re not already. 

  

URRY: Amber Valley is divided.  The rugby club, some on the 

council, the landowner and the developer all see the benefits of 200 new houses.  But the 

council’s planning committee has twice turned down the developer’s application, in part 

sharing the concerns of the protestors.  It’s going to an appeal next month heard by a planning 

inspector.  But even though the planning committee is opposed, the council say they won’t 

fight the appeal.  The developer declined to be interviewed by this programme.  Whether it 

goes ahead or not, little will be done to further risk assess the surrounding area unless 

something new emerges because government guidelines don’t demand it.  And that troubles 

the Chartered Institute of Environmental Health.  Alan Higgins, who speaks for the Institute, 

agrees that developing sites that are contaminated can be done well, but he sees problems in 

some other parts of the country, with the planning system which is there to regulate that. 

  

HIGGINS: Planning officers generally are not sort of experts in 

this field, they rely very much on Environmental Health colleagues or outside consultants to 

actually provide them with the sort of advice they need to deal with this type of site.  And 

part of that process is ensuring that your environmental health colleagues have done the work 

to identify all the sites in your district that might have contamination problems, and some of 

that work is clearly still outstanding. 

 

URRY: It’s not getting done? 

 

HIGGINS: Yeah exactly, so I think in many cases, developers will 

employ reputable consultants, they will carry out full investigations of the site, they’ll 

propose detailed remediation measures to deal with any problems on site.  Unfortunately, 

there are some sites where it doesn’t work so well, where possibly the consultants have not 

done the job as effectively as they might.  As a consequence of that, there still may be 

problems remaining on those sites. 
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URRY: The Chartered Institute of Environmental Health have 

accused Government of facilitating development at the expense of health protection.  And in 

evidence to Parliament, they warned land remediated through development may not always 

leave the site entirely safe.   

  

MUSIC: DJ SHADOW 

  

URRY: So what happens if you’ve moved in to one of these 

new builds, and you become concerned that the toxic by-products of nearby landfill may be 

affecting you?  You are going to have a fight on your hands. 

  

ACTUALITY OF ALARM 

 

NICKLESS: This is a combustible gas detector.  It’s a very basic 

device, but it’s designed to detect anything that is combustible gas - that’s including methane. 

 

ACTUALITY OF ALARM 

 

NICKLESS: As you can see from that, the alarm sounds and the 

lights goes off. 

  

URRY: Colin Nickless lives on Orchard Village at Rainham in 

East London.  Why is his detector’s alarm going off when the estate isn’t powered by natural 

gas?  

 

NICKLESS: What you can hear is the pulsing, and it starts to go up 

as we’re basically putting it towards a drain.  

  

ACTUALITY – PULSING NOISE 

  

NICKLESS: As you can see, what I’m doing here is I’m pointing it 

here at the sink drain, and it’s setting the alarm off on that.  But obviously if that’s an entry 

point to where the gas is getting into people’s houses … 
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URRY:  Could it be some other kind of gas coming up?  What 

gases do drains produce naturally? 

  

NICKLESS: Well, funnily enough, they produce what’s commonly 

called sewer gas, which is a mixture of methane and hydrogen sulphide.  All these homes 

should be protected from that.  

  

URRY: Colin thinks what he and his neighbours are detecting 

in their homes is landfill gas.  Their gardens back onto an enormous former waste dump. 

 

ACTUALITY IN GARDEN 

 

URRY: We can just see over your fence there, and that’s the 

landfill in question, is it?  It backs right up to the fence here. 

 

NICKLESS: That’s right, yeah, it borders on all of the homes here 

on this, on this bit of land. 

 

URRY: And do you know what went in there over the years? 

 

NICKLESS: We’ve had various different reports of all sorts of 

things, from organic landfill to industrial chemicals and things going in there.  I mean, this 

was done at a time when there was no sort of monitoring and regulation of landfill, so we 

have no way of actually telling. 

 

URRY: And how big is the site?  I mean, I can, you know, I’m 

looking right across it now and I don’t think I can see the end of it. 

 

NICKLESS: Oh it’s huge, I mean if you can imagine a site that they 

would be building two to three thousand homes on there, then you get an idea of how big it 

is.  

  

ACTUALITY – CONSTRUCTION NOISE 
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URRY: Orchard Village is still under development.  It’s being 

built in phases, a series of low rise neat looking blocks of mixed accommodation.  The latest 

phase is underway now.  The heavy machinery you can hear is clearing the next part of the 

site.  Early on, the village was praised by a Government minister and rated among the top 

five new housing developments in the UK.  But there have been serious issues with parts of 

the build - drainage, pipework, insulation and more, according to some who live here.  The 

contractors, Willmott Dixon, have accepted responsibility, telling File on 4 problems 

experienced by residents are completely unacceptable and that the quality of  some homes has 

fallen well short of their high  standards.  They say they have a programme of works to put 

matters right.  But some of those who live here also complain about illness.  They put that 

down to landfill gas, causing what they’ve called Orchard Flu. 

  

HAYWARD: My name’s Leigh Hayward.  I’ve suffered with lots of 

coughs and respiratory problems.  My son also - obviously my son a lot worse than me, 

maybe because he’s younger or his immune system isn’t as good.  He’s constantly got chest 

issues.  Throughout the winter he will probably be ill for 90% of it.  Since my property 

before, his health has been completely different, like even as a youngster he was never really 

ill, never had to worry about him, but since living here, it’s all got worse, you know, and it’s 

like a cycle that just never ends.  It’s like chest infection or cough or viral infection or cold, 

flu, so his health’s definitely changed since I’ve been here.  I mean, everyone suffers with 

headaches, colds around here, you can ask anyone, do you get headaches?  They’ll say yes. 

Do you have chest problems?  Yes.  It’s connected somewhere along the line. 

  

URRY: Local MP, Jon Cruddas, shares the worries of those 

who live here, that waste gas could be a cause of health problems.  

  

CRUDDAS: My experience here as a local MP on this estate is I’ve 

literally had hundreds of cases in a very short space of time, and they cover build quality, 

they cover gas concerns, they cover medication of children.  This is almost a national scandal 

we’ve had here. 

  

URRY: And what specifically, with these buildings that we’re 

standing amongst now, concerns you in terms of landfill gas, which residents believe are 

coming in?  What is it that makes them say that, and what makes you think that they’re right? 
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CRUDDAS: Because they’re literally living and breathing it.  And 

this is not just one off cases.  I mean, I would be more cautious, less definitive if it had just 

been one or two, you know?  But we are talking about systemic problems around this, across 

this whole estate.  

  

URRY:  The difficulty is providing proof, isn’t it? 

 

CRUDDAS: Absolutely. 

 

URRY: That first these gases are getting into these homes, and 

that secondly it is causing health problems.  

  

CRUDDAS: Well, there are scores and scores of cases I’ve got, 

concerns around gas leaks and serious illness amongst our children here, and then, just next 

door, we have sites that have been earmarked for much bigger builds, on areas that 

historically have been, you know, traditionally brownfield land.   And I just wonder literally 

what lies beneath. 

  

URRY: Those who have lived in the area long before Orchard 

Village was built told us the fields on top of the landfill used to catch fire in years gone by 

because of all the gassing.  And more recently, prior to the build, independent monitoring 

confirmed ground gas still on the site - the so-called hazard potential was very low in a lot of 

the area, but in isolated locations rose to moderate to high.  In the light of the residents’ 

health concerns, the association which runs the estate, Clarion Housing Group, commissioned 

independent tests for ground gas and indoor air quality, which they say found nothing to 

worry about.  In fact, their statement left no room for any doubt whatsoever. 

  

READER IN STUDIO: We can categorically say there are no issues in relation 

to abnormal gases at Orchard Village. 

  

URRY: The local authority, the London Borough of Havering 

reassured us that as part of the planning conditions, the developer was required to fit gas 

protection measures.  They gave us the technical details. 
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READER 2 IN STUDIO: The precautions required by the council were 

suspended ground floor slabs with ventilated sub-floor void and installation of gas-resistant 

membranes, which is in line with the requirement of the British Standard, 

  

URRY: The question Colin Nickless wants answered is, are 

those membranes working?  It’s hard to know, because they are underneath the buildings. 

 

NICKLESS: It will be very difficult.  I mean, if the membranes are 

inside the foundations, I can only think that they’ll have to demolish the buildings.  We don’t 

want that to happen, but at the same time we don’t want our families to be sick, so surely 

public health has to come before cost in this case. 

 

URRY: Couldn’t there be other explanations for people being 

ill here? 

 

NICKLESS: There could be and we would like to know, but we 

have seen clear evidence that when people leave the estate for any period of time, they might 

have, you know, huge headaches, chest infections or whatever, they go away and their 

symptoms, you know, disappear.  And then they come back and their symptoms come back.   

  

URRY: Orchard Village Residents Association told us they 

intend to commission their own tests about the gas issue.  But their MP, Jon Cruddas, is 

concerned they travel a lonely road. 

  

CRUDDAS: No one has the residents’ back here, that’s the real 

worry.  I’ve been to the regulators, Ombudsman, government ministers, you know, Mayor of 

London’s people – whoever - and everyone’s passing the buck from one another, because at 

every turn it’s the residents themselves that have called out the council or the developers or 

the different agencies, and they’ve always been sort of almost kicking and screaming, called 

to account.  And it shouldn’t be like that, because no one has the residents’ back here, and 

that’s been my frustration at national level, where the government departments or the 

regulators or the Ombudsman have just been pushing this sideways all the time.  No one is 

putting their hands up and saying, ‘This is on us.’  

  



- 21 - 

URRY: That’s a matter which has been exercising Professor 

Kate Spencer, who’s been researching eroding coastal waste dumps. Who will take the 

responsibility to sort it out, and where will the money come from?  

  

SPENCER: I think there is a huge resource issue.  We know that 

there are thousands of these sites around the whole of the UK.  In the coast, we estimate there 

are well over a thousand historic sites that are currently at risk of flooding and/or erosion, and 

that is a huge number of sites, and we’re now building a picture that this is a very big 

problem around the whole of the coastline.   

  

URRY: With the Chartered Institute of Environmental Health 

accusing Government of green lighting development at the expense of health protection,  

Jon Cruddas MP warns that the pressure to build more houses could exact a price for some of 

those who may be living in them.  

  

CRUDDAS: This part of East London, where we are now, literally 

is the hotspot to fulfil our housing targets, and there are plans for 30,000 homes across land 

that used to be power stations, car plants, you know, old landfill sites, etc.  How confident are 

we about the quality of the build, and how confident are we about the sort of literally the 

footings underneath us?  And the fear is what we’ve seen on Orchard Village could be the 

shape of development in the future, and that has an appalling collateral cost for residents and 

the local community. 

  


