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‘Waste crime is a broad term, encompassing all forms of illegal waste disposal, from 
individual littering to large-scale, complex criminal operations.’

ESA, Counting the Cost of Waste Crime, 2021
5 key types of waste crime:

• illegal waste sites
• fly-tipping
• illegal exports of waste 
• burning of waste and 
• misdescription.

Sir James Bevan, our outgoing Chief Executive, described it as the ‘new narcotics’, it can often 
be profitable as drug trafficking but without the same sanctions.

What is Waste Crime?



Scale of Waste Crime



In 2021 the National Waste Crime Survey identified:

Ø Criminality in the waste sector is on the rise.
• In 2015 it was estimated to cost the economy in England £604 million
• In 2021 it has been estimated at nearly £1 billion per year, a 55% increase.

Ø It is becoming increasingly complex and serious in nature, causing significant harm to the 
environment, local communities 

Ø Estimated 18% of all waste is illegally managed.
Ø Financial gain combined with a low likelihood of being detected are key drivers to waste 

crime
Ø Estimated only 25% of waste crimes are reported to the Environment Agency.

National Waste Crime Survey 2023 has just ended.

Waste Crime – an escalating issue



The Environment Agency defines misdescription as:
‘the incorrect description given to waste in order to avoid 
legal requirements for the material’

• Hazardous waste is often misdescribed as non-hazardous.
• Non-inert material is often described as inert.
• Wastes blended with trommel fines are typically used in 

misdescription.

“The deliberate mis-description of waste is a criminal activity 
and has been highlighted as a serious issue across the 
country. It diverts waste away from legitimate waste 
management and has great potential to damage and pollute 
the environment.”

Matt Bennett, Senior Advisor, Environment Agency

What is misdescribed waste crime?

Mis-described waste: coal tar contaminated within a load 
described as ‘inert’



Source: National waste crime survey report 2021

Significance of Misdescribed Waste



Source: National waste crime 
survey report 2021

Significance of Misdescribed Waste



• Farmers
• Landowners
• Developers
• Other legitimate businesses

“Waste crime is not just limited to urban areas where there are a large number of 
construction and demolition sites and waste operators. Waste crime and 
misdescription is also endemic in rural areas where unsuspecting victims are 
exploited by fraudsters.”

Crimestoppers Website 2021 – Preventing waste misdescription to protect the 
environment | Crimestoppers (crimestoppers-uk.org)

Common victims of misdescription

https://crimestoppers-uk.org/news-campaigns/news/2021/aug/preventing-waste-misdescription-to-protect-the-environment
https://crimestoppers-uk.org/news-campaigns/news/2021/aug/preventing-waste-misdescription-to-protect-the-environment


Common issues to look out for:
Construction & Demolition

• On C&D sites there is a high risk that soils would be misdescribed, especially on 
contaminated sites.

• The site investigation is critical in identifying the risks.
• The soils must have a waste assessment in accordance with Waste Technical Guidance 

Document WM3, an absence of which should not be acceptable.
• The Definition of Waste Codes of Practice are a great way of utilising soils in a sustainable 

way but the CoP is regularly abused and leads to illegal disposal.

“Anyone who deals with waste has to provide an accurate written description of the waste 
when handing it on so the person receiving it can handle it safely and there is an audit trail 
for the movement of the waste.”  

Matt Bennett, Senior Advisor



C&D Case Study

In East Anglia we are looking at two separate but very similar cases. In both cases they:
q only came to light after we had received local reports
q were handling 50+ lorry loads of soils and C&D waste a day
q claimed their waste met DoWCoP end-of-waste
q failed to provide paperwork to back their claims
q are also being investigated by the County Council for planning offences
q carried out their work on behalf and with apparent landowner agreement.

Common issues to look out for:
Construction & Demolition



Common issues to look out for:
Misdescription of Aggregates

The following must all be met in order to meet end-of-waste:

1. Input material must be as per Appendix C of the Quality Protocol – this describes not only 
the waste codes but also the further requirements 

e.g. 01 04 09 “Waste sand and clays” is further restricted to waste sand only. Picking 
material out of mixed loads is not acceptable.

2. Material must be processed in line with a documented factory production control
3. The material must be sampled and tested to ensure compliance with both technical 

standard and requirements for end use (as listed in Appendix B)
4. Material can then only go to the end use it has been specified for in the point above



The codes for soils and stones are all mirror entries.
Therefore a waste assessment would be needed to:

§ classify the waste properly for the manufacture of aggregates from waste or
§ to use waste aggregates for a deposit for recovery.

Specifically:
§ EWC 17 05 03* or 17 05 04: this waste stream must only contain natural stone and soils (no man 

made materials)

§ Mixtures of soils/stones/aggregates (such as brick, tile concrete) cannot be coded as 17 05 03*/04 
– it’s a mixed waste so 17 09 03*/04.  Again, a waste assessment is always needed. 

Aggregates need to meet the end of waste test for them to be considered non-waste - the main 
mechanism to follow is the Aggregates Protocol. 

Apart from CL:AIRE DoWCoP there aren’t any other mechanisms to get to end of waste on soils. 

Common issues to look out for:
Misdescription of Aggregates



Common issues to look out for:
Low Risk Outlets

These include U1 Exemptions and Deposit for Recovery permits, which have limited 
scrutiny often leading to:
• Sites accepting misdescribed waste, often masquerading as qualifying fines.
• The landowner / developer believing that the activity is a low risk.

However, there are significant risks associated with such a development, including:
• Land changes as waste starts to biodegrade, settle and slip.
• Investigation from both the EA and HMRC.



Common issues to look out for
Low Risk Outlets – Case Study

Source: EMR fined over Stowey Quarry waste - letsrecycle.com

https://www.letsrecycle.com/news/emr-fined-over-stowey-quarry-waste/


Common issues to look out for
Plasterboard

• Plasterboard needs to be segregated and described as plasterboard.
• It must then be taken to a suitably permitted site.
• We are aware that plasterboard is often dealt with illegally blending it with other 

wastes, such as trommel fines.
• The illegally blended waste is then is sent to landfill sites, resulting in significant 

odour issues and potential harm to human health.



Common issues to look out for
In Summary

Though there are a wide variety of scams and criminals are getting increasingly 
sophisticated, the Environment Agency recommends the following to avoid 
becoming a victim to waste crime:
1. Check paperwork thoroughly, including sampling and analysis
2. Ensure the receiver of the waste gets what is expected and matches the 

paperwork.
3. Do not rely on a quick visual assessment, criminals are always on the lookout for 

easy wins.



• Targeting operators involved with commonly misdescribed wates
• Officers will be visiting sites expecting to see waste assessments for mirror entry waste 

streams

• Operators must understand WM3, ignorance is not a defence

• Prevent and disrupt serious offending relating to misdescription at all stages, from waste 
producers and hauliers to final destination sites

• Target operators who are deliberately non-compliant 
• Work collaboratively with HMRC to share intelligence and refer offenders that are 

suspected of being linked to landfill tax fraud. 
• Raise awareness of the issue

What is the Environment Agency
doing to tackle misdescription?



Update:
Our East Anglia Enforcement Team is in the process of appointing a new misdescription officer

• Environmental Crime Officers (Enforcement)
• Environment Officers (Regulation of permitted sites)
• Waste Crime Engagement Specialist Group
• Mis-description Officers

• Many specialist misdescription roles now fall under hazardous waste officers’ duties.

Externally, we work closely with the HMRC and Joint Unit for Waste Crime.

Who tackles misdescription within 
the Environment Agency?





Reporting to the EA





The UK Digital Waste Tracking Project

Past Newsletters: Link here
To Subscribe: Link here

Looking to the Future

https://us2.campaign-archive.com/home/?u=b0ad598a730185cb429741911&id=fa86617590
https://defragroup.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_5pgKv1Lr723rz94


Any Questions?

Peter Lennard, Waste Crime Engagement Specialist, East Anglia
peter.Lennard@environment-agency.gov.uk

mailto:peter.Lennard@environment-agency.gov.uk

