
Sent:      11/06/2013 

Subject:   Complaint 131881 

 

Dear PCC, 

Thank you for your latest message. I’m sorry that it has not been possible to reach a resolution on 

the complaint I have raised, but I feel strongly that the proposed action by the Daily Mail is not 

sufficient.  

I realise that the correspondence on this issue is already relatively extensive. I will endeavour to 

avoid unnecessarily repeating earlier points in this final set of remarks. I summarised my argument 

in my last e-mail to you, and the latest letter from the Daily Mail only serves to emphasise that they 

have not sought to understand the information upon which its misconceived story is based. It 

published as fact claims that are at best conjecture, and at worst demonstrably false. The problem is 

amply demonstrated in [The Mail’s] letter of 7th June, which gets worse as it goes on.  

No complaint from Defra 

To start at the end, Defra may not have complained to the Mail, but they have issued the following 

statement in response to the Mail’s story:  

“The Myth – The Daily Mail claims that millions of tonnes of household rubbish sorted by 

British families for recycling is being shipped abroad and ends up in landfill. 

The Truth – This is not true. The vast majority of the millions of tonnes of waste that is legally 

exported for recycling is dealt with properly and recycled into other products. It is absolutely 

illegal to export household waste from the UK for dumping. Anyone caught illegally exporting 

materials that are not properly sorted will be prosecuted. Only sorted materials such as 

metals, paper, card, glass or plastic that can be reused again can legally be exported.” 

Whatever consultation took place between Defra and the Mail, it did not involve the two parties 

reaching agreement that the claims made by the Mail were correct. That they have chosen not to 

pick a fight with the Mail is hardly to the point. 

Do processors “reject most recyclable material?” 

The Mail’s rather cavalier attitude to the material on which its story is based is perfectly exemplified 

by [the Mail]’s reference to “Defra’s own survey” which he quotes in support of the article’s claim 

that “processors reject most recyclable material, which then often ends up in landfill sites.” On a 

minor point, the survey was commissioned by the Waste and Resources Action Programme (WRAP), 

not Defra. More significantly, the report’s substantive findings are not quite as [the Mail] claims.  

When household recycling that is collected mixed together, or “commingled” in the industry 

parlance, it has to be separated out at a Materials Recovery Facility (MRF). The separation process is 

not perfect, and as a result the recycling output typically contains some level of contamination. If the 

contamination level is too high, it may not meet the standards required by the reprocessors that 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/the-daily-mail-claims-that-waste-meant-for-recycling-is-dumped-in-landfill-abroad
http://www.wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/MRF%20Output%20Material%20Quality%20Thresholds%20Report.pdf


turn the recycling back into new raw materials. In WRAP’s of UK reprocessors, the majority said that 

“some” and a few said “hardly any”  MRF output met their quality standards. [The Mail] glosses this 

finding as “60 per cent of reprocessing managers say that some or hardly any of the material they 

are sent by materials recovery facilities is good enough to use”. The Mail’s article draws the 

inference that material that does not meet the standards (“is not good enough to use”) will typically 

end up in landfill.  

This conclusion is entirely unsupported by the report. The Mail perhaps envisages a simple scenario 

like this: 

 A MRF produces some output 

 It delivers it to a reprocessor 

 60% of reprocessors decide that the loads they receive don’t meet the quality standard 

 The majority of the output goes off to landfill instead 

This would be a very impractical model, which would be time-consuming for reprocessors and 

financially disastrous for MRFs. But it is the product of a complete misreading. The question in the 

report concerns attitudes, and does not ask whether the reprocessors in question ever actually 

receive any material from MRFs. The Mail has moved from the report’s claim (60% of reprocessors 

think that MRF outputs aren’t much good) to a quite different claim (60% of reprocessors regularly 

reject MRF material because it is no good), and finally to the  completely different claim “processors 

reject the majority [60%?] of material”. It’s as simple an error of logic as: “60% of people think that 

Daily Mail journalists make too many errors” => “60% of people regularly catch Daily Mail journalists 

making errors” => “60% of what Daily Mail journalists write is erroneous”.  

In fact, the report says very little about what happens to MRF outputs that do not meet UK 

reprocessors standards; what it does say tends to undermine the Mail’s claim that much of it goes to 

landfill. It states that “Most plastics reprocessors used financial penalties to deal with non-compliant 

loads, rather than rejecting them” – so plastic, at least, will not be going to landfill. It also notes that 

“It could be that MRFs sell the bulk of their material to a small number of buyers who operate with 

lower standards and who are generally happy with the quality of the material they receive, while a 

large number of reprocessors each buy very little MRF output and are generally less satisfied.” T his 

speculation is fairly close to the mark. We tend to see reprocessors making broad brush judgements 

about where they are likely to get material that meets their requirements. They don’t buy from 

suppliers in which they lack confidence. Reprocessors in the Far East have historically been more 

tolerant of contamination, in part because it is cheaper for them to undertake further manual 

sorting than it is in the UK, which is one of the reasons why some recycling is exported for 

reprocessing.  

The Mail’s claim is wrong in another way, which further betrays the lack of understanding of UK 

recycling that runs through the article. The WRAP survey relates, as I mentioned, to the outputs from 

MRFs dealing with commingled recycling. However, only a little more than 40% of authorities use a 

fully commingled recycling system. Almost 28% use a “two stream” system, where some materials 

(e.g. paper and card) is kept separate from others (e.g. plastics, cans, glass), which makes sorting 

much easier and reduces contamination. 32% use the “kerbside sort” system, where materials are 

sorted into different containers on the collection vehicle and do not require subsequent sorting at a 



MRF at all – they can go straight for reprocessing. Immediately after the “60%” finding discussed 

above, the WRAP survey of reprocessors reports 78% thought that the outputs of “two stream” and 

“kerbside sort” recycling were better quality than commingled recycling separated by a MRF.  

The Mail’s article is led into error by consistently treating issues that relate to commingled recycling 

and MRF outputs as though they applied to all recycling systems, when their outputs are 

demonstrably different. Even if it was true that reprocessors rejected 60% of MRF outputs – and I 

have already shown that the WRAP survey cannot fairly be read as making such a claim – this would 

still represent 60% of only around 40% of kerbside household recycling (excluding the other material 

collected in bring banks), or is 24% of the total. I doubt that even this could fairly be described as 

processors rejecting most recyclable material. 

Are councils outsourcing more and more?    

My objection to the Mail’s claim regarding outsourcing was not that it was incorrect to say that 

outsourcing had increased over the years. Rather, I pointed out that there was no connection 

between outsourcing and the growth of recycling, which the article implied. Councils with in house 

collection services and those that use contractors are all recycling more. Some councils control the 

sale of their own recyclable material, while others contract this activity out. It simply has no bearing 

on recycling.  

I also pointed out that it was misleading to say that recycling schemes “generate” rubbish. At worst 

recycling puts the same amount of material in different piles, but there is good evidence that some 

recycling measures (e.g. introducing separate food waste collections) lead to a reduction in the 

overall amount of waste collected. [The Mail] does not address these points in his response. I will 

therefore simply observe that there is something of a trend for local authorities to abandon 

outsourcing and start “insourcing” services formerly contracted out, which has been documented by 

the Association for Public Service Excellence. 

Can I say with confidence that “only a small proportion ends up in landfill”? 

The short answer to [The Mail]’s point would be – since I am not publishing my claim on the front 

page of a national newspaper, it really doesn’t matter. What is important is whether the Daily Mail 

has any evidence to support its claim that “millions of tonnes” of waste is being landfilled overseas. 

There is also a short economic answer. UK MRFs receive an income for the recycling they send 

overseas. Their foreign buyers would be unlikely to pay good money for the privilege of landfilling 

large quantities of recyclable material. The economics of recycling would not work if more than a 

small proportion of the material had to be disposed of. 

However, despite the limitations on the data available, I believe my claim is well supported by it. I 

would ask the Commission to bear in mind that the Mail’s article purports to be concerned with 

household waste. As I explained in my e-mail of 27th April, the Mail’s 12 million tonnes figure in fact 

relates to all recyclable material, much of which will be from commercial and industrial sources, and 

the great majority of which is scrap metal – as the Environment Agency’s website clearly states. 

Most of this is scrap metal, which is easily reprocessed, and far too valuable to end up in landfill. The 

Mail has fundamentally misinterpreted the information provided to it by the Environment Agency, 

and by referring to “your” waste (and talking only about domestic waste in the article) used it in a 

http://www.wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/Impact_of_collection_on_prevention_FINAL_v2_17_8_11.33a4f2d0.11159.pdf
http://www.unison.org.uk/acrobat/20122.pdf
http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk/research/library/data/97808.aspx


way that misleads householders about what happens to their recycling. In fact, the Mail could easily 

have established that only 10.7 million tonnes of recycling was collected from households in England 

in the last year for which data is available. 

For the claim that “millions of tonnes” of waste are being dumped overseas to be true, no less than 

2m tonnes of this 10.7m tonnes would need to end up in foreign landfill. This is unlikely because: 

 Only 40% of kerbside collected waste is collected commingled (the rest being far less likely 

to be contaminated and to be unsuitable for reprocessing). That’s around 4m tonnes. 

 Although the exact amount of recyclate that is exported is not known, there is a thriving UK 

reprocessing market. A recent study of end destinations of waste from Wales found that 

most of it was reprocessed in the UK. So by no means all of that 4m tonnes is going 

overseas. 

 Contamination rates at the least effective MRFs runs at about 25%, according to a 2009 

study by WRAP.  

Let’s take the three reasonably well known numbers, 40% of 25% of 10.7m tonnes. If all of the 

commingled recycling collected was processed at the worst MRFs, and all of the contamination 

ended up in landfill, that would mean 1.07m tonnes – not all of which is in fact sent overseas, not all 

of which in fact ends up in landfill. The claim that “millions of tonnes” of recycling is being landfilled 

overseas, made both on line and in the print edition, simply does not fit the figures that are 

available. Those figures have their limitations, but are reasonably solid so far as they go, and point to 

a rather smaller problem than the Mail claims. 

Conclusions 

As [the Mail] points out, waste crime is an important issue and Defra has rightly taken steps to 

combat it. Illegal exports of unseparated waste, and of wastes such as electronic equipment, need to 

be tackled. However: 

 The Mail is wrong to draw a connection between this and the 12m tonnes of green list 

recycling – from both household and commercial/industrial sources – that was lawfully 

exported for reprocessing.  

 It is wrong to think that the 12m tonnes relate to household recycling.  

 It was wrong to conclude that, because there is no detailed information about where all of 

the exported recycling goes to, this must mean it goes to landfill. 

 It was wrong to claim that (UK) reprocessors reject most recycling, or to draw conclusions 

from this claim regarding the behaviour of overseas reprocessors.  

 It was wrong to draw a connection between outsourcing and a rise in recycling, or to claim 

that recycling “generates” waste.  

 It fails to understand the different characteristics of the different recycling collection 

systems in use in the UK, and was wrong to apply claims that relate to commingled 

collection to other systems that are less prone to contamination or do not go through MRFs 

at all.  

 It was wrong to say that “carefully separated” waste is being rejected, when the likelihood of 

recycling being rejected is inversely proportional to the care with which it has been 

separated by householders. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/85918/mwb201112_statsrelease.pdf
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/desh/publications/130322end-destinations-report-en.pdf
http://www.letsrecycle.com/news/latest-news/councils/report-reveals-where-welsh-recycling-ends-up
http://www.wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/MRF%20Quality%20Assessment%20Study.pdf


 It even errs in referring to “green list” waste as “green waste”, a term more commonly 

applied to garden waste collected for composting. 

 It was wrong to imply in its correspondence complaint that the absence of a complaint from 

Defra should be understood as implying Defra agrees with the Mail’s claims. 

This list is not exhaustive, even if it is rather tiresome to recount. In fact, the Mail’s report, and its 

subsequent letters regarding the article, are so contaminated with errors that the PCC should, like 

anyone offered a shoddy load of rubbish masquerading as recycling, reject it and send it to the 

journalistic equivalent of landfill.  

I hope that the foregoing is reasonably clear, but if you or the Commission requires any further 

information to assist you in determining this issue I would be grateful if you would let me know. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Peter Jones 


