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Important role

Andy Hill discusses the risks created by fire
in the waste wood sector, and the changes
ahead due to the market’s growth
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OR THE past five years the waste and
recycling industry has been plagued
by news headlines over the number of
fires occurring in the sector. Of course, there’s
no smoke without fire, but has the coverage
always given a wholly true picture of the
industry? In some cases maybe, but in others
not necessarily.
The waste and recycling sector plays a
crucial role in the world we live in. It provides
an alternative to landfill, creates sustainable
products for us as consumers to use, and
enables the replacement of fossil fuels with
renewable energy. All of that comes at a cost
though; it’s a dirty industry, and while people
understand the need for it, they don’t always
want to see the reality of it. It is an industry
that by its nature requires strict regulation to
enforce and maintain high health and safety,
environmental and quality standards.
The Wood Recyclers’ Association (WRA)
is the trade body and representative for
the waste wood part of this sector in the UK,
and as such knows more than most the
cost to businesses if they get things wrong.
However, we also understand the need
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for those businesses, our members, to be
given a fair and even playing field from
which to operate.
We act on behalf of our members to provide a
voice for the sector at the highest levels, working
closely with the Environment Agency (EA), the
Department for Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs (DEFRA) and other trade associations
and recycling bodies to influence and advise on
issues affecting the industry, including legislation.
It is from this standpoint that we became heavily
involved in challenging the EA’s Fire Prevention
Plan (FPP) guidance three years ago.

EA guidance
Anyone working within the waste and recycling
sector cannot have failed to notice the furore
that occurred around the EA’s FPPv3 guidance
when it was issued in 2016. This was on the
back of two previous versions which had also
been causing the industry problems; but v3
had been published after a consultation
period, and it was still seen as being totally
unworkable for any business operating over
a certain scale.
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The need for updated guidance arose on
the back of an increase in waste fires over the
previous two to three years, which prompted
the EA to look more closely at how waste and
recycling sites were permitted, and what fire
prevention and detection measures were in
place. Unfortunately, the resulting guidance
had a potentially catastrophic effect for the
waste wood industry, even though the number
of waste fires that had occurred on wood
sites was in the minority.
The main issues for our members and those
working in other material streams, including
tyres and paper, were as follows:
1. Stack sizes: these had been reduced
by half from the original EA guidance
to just 4m high. We felt strongly that
that was too restrictive, particularly
for bigger businesses − including
biomass plants − which would need
to acquire additional land to be able
to store the amounts of materials they
need in order to operate. There was
no scientific evidence to support this
requirement and we believed, and still
do, that with the correct measures in
place on sites, stacks of waste wood
do not need to be restricted to 4m.
2. Stock rotation: We were concerned
about the issue of required stock
rotation. Whilst we acknowledge that
spreading hot stacks of waste wood
is an established way to cool them
down if required, we believed that
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turning stacks for the sake of doing
so increased the degradation of the
pile, which could add moisture and
oxygen to the centre of the stack,
increasing the risk of hot spots and
self heating. Our argument was that
if the correct detection systems were
in place, stock rotation is irrelevant
and does not add any benefit to
a site’s fire management plan, and
could actually hinder it.
Three month storage: a three month
storage limit was suggested for
combustible materials, which we
felt was too restrictive for certain
businesses, including biomass
plants and their suppliers. It did not
take seasonality into account and
was based on flawed assumptions.
We did not believe time on site was a
determining factor when looking at
material self combusting. The key
to reducing the likelihood of self
combustion is the ability to vent
heat from the pile and this is
done by ensuring that the correct
fraction size is selected for different
storage situations and then building
stock piles correctly, which ensures
that the risks are limited and are
monitored.
Heat detection systems: The guidance
referred to heat detection systems and
suppression equipment having to be
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covered by third party certification
schemes, but we were not aware of
any such existing schemes available
to operators.
Overall, the WRA feared the new standard
rules in FPPv3 was too prohibitive for most of its
members. Through many meetings, discussions,
and perseverance and determination on the
sector’s part, we managed to secure an open
dialogue with the EA, which eventually led
to a better understanding on both sides and
ultimately more flexibility within the guidance
to allow bonafide operators to continue
with their business.
The issue is still ongoing, but we are now
very close to becoming the first material stream
to publish sector specific guidance to help
wood recyclers and reprocessors gain an FPP
for a standard permit, and are working with the
EA on a list of acceptable alternative measures
for operators who need more of a bespoke FPP,
which allows them to move away from the initial
guidance.
Crucially, the EA has listened to our concerns
over the guidance, and has been willing to work
with us to find solutions that work for operators
whilst achieving the EA’s main goals of protecting
the public and the environment. The fact that our
sector has played such a huge role in bringing
this issue to light is one we are very proud of.
It shows a maturity and understanding among
operators that may not have been as possible
ten or 15 years ago.
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It also shows that the majority of the
operators in the sector are willing to work to a
set of benchmarks in order to raise standards
within the industry, as long as they are fair,
proportionate and risk based. But why the
urgency to get this so right for waste wood
operators? It’s not just about keeping people
in business, although that is a part of it. It
is also about the important role waste wood
plays in the UK’s economy and energy security.

Unprecedented growth
Over the past five years the waste wood sector
has seen unprecedented growth. The effect
of an increasing biomass market is already
clearly evident: its demand rose to 1.7m tonnes
in 2017 compared to 1.6m tonnes during 2016.
In the main, this increase was offset by a fall of
approximately 300,000 tonnes in waste wood
exports, which stood at 300,000 tonnes in 2017
compared to 600,000 in 2016.
During the next 12 months we are expecting
even more change, with several further large
scale IED (Industrial Emissions Directive)
Chapter IV WID (Waste Incineration Directive)
compliant biomass plants due to enter
commercial operations. These will demand in
excess of an additional 1m tonnes of waste
wood biomass fuel per year, and the total 3.4m
tonnes of waste wood biomass predicted by
2019 represents around 2.9 TWh of annual
domestic power production: that’s enough
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to supply more than 700,000 UK households,
which is equivalent to the metropolitan area
of Sheffield.
Given that we estimate that the UK
produces approximately 5m tonnes of raw
waste wood a year, these new plants will
be a game changer, generating sufficient
industrial and commercial demand to ensure
the UK no longer has to landfill waste wood −
a real success. We have also seen a year on
year growth of 38% within the panel board
(chipboard) sector for WRA members, and
total UK panel board usage in 2017 rose to
924,000 tonnes.
Further recycling routes such as landscaping,
animal bedding and the equestrian surfaces
markets produced a total volume of an
additional 800,000 tonnes during 2017, which
is fantastic for our economy and environment.
So it is clear for all to see that waste wood is a
commodity worth protecting for the future of
the UK.
We are hopeful that we will soon be
launching our waste wood FPP guidance for
our members and others, and that it will be
the launchpad for an even brighter, bigger
future for the waste wood industry in the
country as part of the circular economy, as well
as the foundation of an increasingly safer waste
and recycling sector
Andy Hill is chairman of the Wood Recyclers’
Association. For more information, view page 5
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