
Sent:   27/04/2013 
Subject:  Complaint 131881 
 
 
Dear PCC, 
 
Many thanks for your e-mail, and the response attached from the Daily Mail. It is useful to know that 
the Environment Agency is the source of the information that around 12 million tonnes of 
recyclables are being exported. I indicated in my complaint that an estimate by the Environment 
Agency (which I believe dates from 2006) was the likeliest source, and it is interesting to see the 
information on which the Mail actually based its story.  The Agency’s statement of Defra’s position, 
that the end destination of exported recyclables is not well tracked and that some of it will end up 
being disposed of rather than being recycled, is a fair statement of the position.  
 
Thank you also for the opportunity to offer some additional comments in response to the letter you 
have received from [The Mail], which I am happy to take up. 
 
Having reviewed [The Mail’s] letter, I would contend that the Daily Mail’s article is in no way an 
accurate representation of the information supplied to it by the Environment Agency. To explain 
why I take this view, I will focus only on the article’s headline, which states “12 million tons of your 
carefully sorted waste is being dumped in foreign landfill sites” and point out the key ways in which 
this is an erroneous and misleading interpretation of the information. 
 

 The natural interpretation of the headline, supported by the content of the article which 
talks only about domestic recycling, is that when it talks about “your carefully sorted waste” 
it means household waste. However, the 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. 
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 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. 

 The reason why some recycling is dumped is that it is contaminated with other, “non-target” 
material. The extent to which contamination is present is in fact inversely proportionate to 
the degree to which it is “carefully sorted” by householders. The level of contamination 
when recycling is separated into several different bins is very low. It is very much higher 
when recycling is collected in a single bin and then passed through a “material recycling 
facility” (MRF). The Mail’s use of the phrase “carefully sorted” in its headline is therefore 
erroneous and misleading. 

 Most critically, the Mail’s headline erroneously claims that all of the recyclable material 
legally exported from the UK is in fact sent to landfill instead of being recycled. This claim is 
in no way supported by the information provided to the Mail by the Environment Agency, 
and is manifestly absurd given that overseas reprocessors are paying to receive recycled 
material from the UK. How could it possibly make sense for foreign companies to pay UK 
recyclers for material that they will then simply bury? For the economics to work, the great 
majority of exported recyclables must actually be reprocessed into new products. As you 
correctly observe, “there is a notable difference between some of the 12million tonnes of 
waste being untraceable (and possibly ending up as landfill) and all of it definitely ending up 
in landfill.” In my original complaint, I attempt to calculate what, on the most favourable 

http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk/research/library/data/97808.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/85918/mwb201112_statsrelease.pdf


assumptions to the Mail’s view, how much contamination may in practice be getting 
removed by overseas reprocessors and disposed of. However, it is clear that the Mail’s claim 
errs in its interpretation of the information received from the Environment Agency, and 
judging by the comments on the article, has misled numerous readers regarding what 
happens to their recycling. 

 
I should like to make two further points in response to [The Mail’s] letter. He states that “no 
complaint or call for correction” has been received from Defra. I am sure he is correct about this. 
However, he neglects to observe that Defra has issued a robust denial of the Mail’s claim, which can 
be found here. 
 
[The Mail] also confuses the issue of entirely legal (but sometimes contaminated) recycling exports, 
to which the 12 million tonnes figure relates, and the somewhat different issue of wastes being 
illegally shipped overseas for disposal. For obvious reasons, there is no clear data on the extent of 
the latter. However, I would like to point out that the Mail’s story purports to relate to household 
recycling. This material is a commodity with a resale value and is very unlikely to be caught up in 
what [The Mail] refers to as the “illegal landfilling trade”. Illegal export for landfill tends to relate to 
difficult and hazardous material, such as waste electrical equipment, that is expensive to dispose of 
in the UK but can be treated more cheaply if (illegally and unsafely) disposed of in the developing 
world. [The Mail’s] confusion of these problems only highlights the very partial grasp that the Daily 
Mail seems to have of the issues that it discusses in its article of 5th April. 
 
I hope these comments are helpful to the Commission in reaching a view on the accuracy of the 
Mail’s article. 
 
Finally, thank you for the opportunity to suggest how the issue might be resolved to my satisfaction. 
In view of the misleading effect of the article, and the potential it has to damage the UK’s efforts to 
increase recycling, I feel that the correct steps for the Mail to take would be: 
 

 To retract as soon as possible the online version of the article 

 To set the record straight by publishing both in the paper and online editions a prominent 
and clear correction, reflecting the high profile given to the original story. This should make 
clear that the figures quoted were entirely spurious, that the vast majority of the household 
recycling that is exported is reprocessed, and that separation of waste into a greater number 
of separate bins helps to reduce the problem of contamination that can lead to some of the 
material sent for recycling being rejected 

 To undertake not to repeat the claims made in the article unless supported by new 
information 

 
I look forward to hearing further from the Commission in due course. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
Peter Jones 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/the-daily-mail-claims-that-waste-meant-for-recycling-is-dumped-in-landfill-abroad

