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EnCAF Waste Group 

SUMMARY OF RECYCLING PROJECT - March 2021 

1. The starting point was to question why households can recycle 70-90% of their waste with current 
services, but Enfield Council manages only 33%¹. Enfield achieved a rate of 39% 2012-15, but it has 
gradually declined since then.  

2. Numerous targets (for household waste) have been set and missed, or we think they will probably 
be missed: 

EU target for UK    50% by 2020 

Mayoral target for London   65% by 2030 

North London Waste Authority  45% by 2015, 50% by 2020 

Enfield Climate Action Plan  49% by 2022 

The Government’s Waste Management Plan 2021 sets a minimum target for England of 65% recycling 
by 2035. But the Committee on Climate Change, which is advising the Government on its path to zero 
carbon emissions, urges a target of 70% by 2030. 

3. Reasons for low recycling:  

Inadequate communication with residents. Leafleting is not enough. The global charity WRAP (Waste 
and Resources Action Programme) provides a detailed guide for UK local authorities, with case studies: 
“Improving Recycling through Effective Communication”². 

No recycling from flats.  There are special challenges because residents have less space to set aside 
recyclable waste, and because bin areas are often inconveniently located, foul and associated with 
anti-social behaviour. Research funded by the Mayor³ has produced detailed recommendations to 
improve recycling at flats, including upgrading bin areas and effective communication.  

Itinerant boroughs. In these boroughs large numbers of people regularly leave and others arrive, with 
the challenge of continuously having to educate new arrivals. We are doubtful that Enfield is in this 
category. 

Contamination. This is the proportion of waste selected by residents as recyclable, but rejected when 
sorted. For Enfield it is said to be around 9-11%. Even if this were eliminated, the recycling rate would 
increase by only 2-3%. 

Off-takers. The lack from time to time of companies willing to take and reprocess recycled waste. We 
have been told that recyclable waste not taken is stocked, but we do not know how it is eventually 
disposed of. 
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Incineration. There is an established link between high levels of incineration and low recycling⁴, 
whereby waste can be preferred for incineration and diverted from recycling. Incinerators are 
expensive to build and run, so operators need revenues to cover these costs. And a continuous supply 
of waste fuel may be needed where incinerators also produce power, usually heat and electricity.  

4. We have discussed the low recycling rate, and Enfield’s RRP (Reduction and Recycling Plan) to meet 
its targets, with members of the Waste team at Enfield Council. They emphasise the importance of 
communication and easy to use services. The new Enfield collection service for food waste has shown 
an increase in recycling. Working from home has produced increased waste. But the alternate week 
collections and availability of large blue bins have not so far shown increase in dry recycling. Covid has 
prevented outreach activities. 

5. Environmental consequences. In 2019-20, NLWA (North London Waste Authority) incinerated in 
Edmonton 66% of waste collected from Enfield and the 6 other member boroughs, some 540,000 
tonnes, at a cost of £36m. The amount incinerated is expected to increase for 2020-21 due to waste 
increase from lockdown. The amount incinerated will increase also with the reduction of waste 
disposal to landfill (now 5% from NLWA), and the decline in recycling. Incineration creates: 

Carbon emissions. These are comparably less than from landfill. Emissions from incineration are said 
to be justified or “set-off” by electricity. But this is only to the extent that incineration replaces 
electricity generated by a process which creates greater carbon emissions. Furthermore, the electricity 
is produced in part by incinerating recyclable materials. 

Air pollution. The principal concern is small particulate matter. However, the extent of this and the 
harm it causes are controversial. It is argued that the high chimneys ensure that pollutant 
concentrations are adequately dispersed before reaching ground level⁴. 

Congestion and vehicle pollution. Waste is brought by vehicle from the 6 other boroughs in North 
London whose waste is disposed of in Edmonton. Waste may be brought from other locations as well. 

Social stigma. Incinerators are mostly built in deprived areas.  They are unpleasant and give their 
locations the character of an industrial site. They mark our low esteem for the residents⁵. 

6. The Enfield Climate Action Plan includes a target, or aspiration, for Enfield borough to become 
carbon neutral by 2040. There is no explanation of how the impact of carbon emissions from 
incineration in Edmonton will be eliminated. The Committee for Climate Change published last year 
its advice on the waste sector becoming carbon neutral, recommending that, amongst other action, 
the majority of carbon emissions should be cut by significantly reducing food waste (50% by 2030, 
60% by 2050) and increasing recycling to 70% by 2030, with the introduction of carbon capture and 
storage in the 2040s.  
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Notes: 

1. This is the recycling rate for 2019-20, the same as it was for 2018-19. The rate for the North 
London Waste Authority, which manages waste disposal for Enfield, Barnet, Haringey, 
Camden, Hackney, Islington and Waltham Forest, is 29%.  

2. https://wrap.org.uk/resources/guide/improving-recycling-through-effective-
communications. 

3. https://resourcelondon.org/what-we-do/innovation-and-development/flats-recycling-
project/ 

4. See ukwin.org.uk; also the Climate Change Committee’s 2020 Progress Report 
(www.theccc.org.uk), which warns against “...the continued dash for incineration as it 
competes with recycling...”; also Wheelabrator’s application to build a new EfW facility at 
Kemsley North rejected, 19 February 2021. One of the findings, accepted by the Secretary of 
State, was that the project would divert a significant proportion of waste from recycling: 
https://infrastructure.planninginspectorate.gov.uk/wp-
content/ipc/uploads/projects/EN010083/EN010083-001007-EN010083-Secretary-of-State-
Decision-Letter.pdf 

5. See https://unearthed.greenpeace.org/2020/07/31/waste-incinerators-deprivation-map-
recycling/ 


