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New Scientist 24 July 1986

Inspectors uncover scandal of deadly heating oil

BURGEONING black market in

hutmai oil contaminated with poten-
tially lethal chemicals, including poly-
chlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), is worrying
Britain's pollution inspectors.

The problem has already em ns a
major environmental scandal i
principally affecting Holland and Bclglum
The British dimension is highlighted in the
second annual report® of the government’s
Hazardous Waste Inspectorate, published
this week.

The Inspectorate says that wastc oil
containing chlorinated solvents is bei
sold as cheap fuel for heating buildings suc
as garages. When burned, the oil could
produce si nl'mm quantities of toxic
gases, including dioxin.

The danger came to light following a

probe in the West Midlands, where council

officials investigated firms
engaged in recovering and
re?clmgwas(c oil. Some firms
started to handle waste
chlorinated solvents, under-
cutting  properly licensed
waste-disposal contractors.
The Inspectorate’s report
reveals that checks uncovered
levels of chlorine as high as
21000 parts per million
(ppm). “Such oils should
strictly be burned in plant
fitted with emission-control
equipment and under the
control of the appropriate
polluuon control authority,”
the report.
he inspectors warn that the
black market uncovered in the
West Midlands could be the tip
of an iceberg. “If extrapolated
to represent the approximately
160 000 tonnes per annum of

Roger Milne

recovered oil sold for heating [in Britain],
then a consnderable potenual problem
emerges,” says the repol

The watchdog pours oold water on the
rumour that waste oils contaminated with
PCBs have been imported from Europe for
sale as heating oil. But it confirms that
some_quarter-million litres of such oil,
containing up to 50 ppm of PCBs, is
currently being offered for disposal to
British waste contractors.

Heating oil contaminated with PCBs has
been turning up in increasing quantities in
Europe and last year prompted legal action
and the revocation of the operating licence
of a Dutch waste company, BOS, followin
investigations  involving hundreds o
companies in Holland and Bclgmm One

Waste dlspo.sal in Britain is ranulwd\lc and antediluvian™

man was arrested. Some of the oil was being
burnt at low temperatures in greenhouses.
PCBs are only destroyed by incineration at
high temperatures.

Inspectorate’s report notes that
Britain is importing dramatically i
amounts of hazardous waste. Although
most is intended for treatment before
disposal in land dumps, an increasing
amount is planned for direct dumping in
British tips.

In the past five years, there has been a
five-fold incrcase in the amount of
hazardous waste lmgoned into Britain, In
1981, the figure was 3786 tonnes. Last year,
the total was 24 548 tonnes. More than
half, 12 844 tonnes, arrived at Colchester,
on the Anglian coast—just across the
North Sea from Holland. Two years ago,
the Essex port was handling no hazardous
waste from abroad at all,

The report charts some
improvement in the bleak
picture of inept waste manﬁpe-
ment it painted last
Scientist, 13 June 1985 p 3).
But the overall message is still
one of badly managed tips,
ineffective monitoring and
pracuccs involving the codi-
sposal of hazardous waste with
domestic refuse.

The report reminds the
government that the provision
of faciliies for  high
temperature incineration to
cope with many of the most
toxic wastes is stretched to the
limit, and too dependent on
private industry.

(=]

5 Jous Waste M
Thc Hazardous Wutc Inspec-
torate, Second Report, DoE.

Plan to recycle plutonium wastes

BRITAIN is poised 10 increase its grow-
ing stockpile of plutonium, because of
environmental and political opposition to
the disposal of intermediate-level radio-
active waste,

British Nuclear Fuels confirmed this
week that it is considering building a full-
scale plant to recover fissile matenal from
waste generated by work on nuclear fuel
and weapons. The work is currently under-
taken by British Nuclear Fuels, the Atomic
Energy Authonity and the Ministry of
Defence.

degrades if kept underground, risking the
release of actinides. One way round the
problem is to cut down the amount of
plutonium in the waste b{m vering it for
recycling as reactor fuel. This approach has
now been officially endorsed by the Radio-
active Waste Management Advisory Com-
mittee. Its annual report, published this
week, estimates that a plant costing £50
million could recover 2300 kilograms of
plutonium, leaving 1600 kilograms for
eventual disposal.

Over the next two years, the nuclear

At present, more than 6000 cubic

industry will e the feasibility of scal-

of plutonium-contaminated waste, ran? %
from discarded gloves to picces of fue
assembly, is stored at sites run by the
nuclear industry and the military, It is kept
lastic sacks, crates and steel drums.
iginally, the waste was destined for
dumping at sea, Union action and continu-
ing political controversy has closed this
route for disposal since 1983. The radio-
activity of the waste makes it unsuitable for
the existing land dump at Dnig in Cumbria
oritsreplacement, the trench-burial site due
1o come into operation in the carly 1990s
There is also a question mark over the
suitability of some of this plutonium for
deep burnal, because organic matenal

ing up the technology from a test rig at
Harwell, which has proved capable of deal-
ing with 5 kilograms of plutonium con-
taminated waste. The system operates on
the principle of a washing machine, using
caustic soda and a centrifuge which washes
out the plutonium in the form of a powder.

The report reveals that te pre-
cautionary measures at the aging Drigg site,
there is a risk of lateral migration or radio-
activity through the groundwater system
within and outside the site. One measure
being tested to prevent this involves trying
to reduce the water levels in the waste
trenches, thus reducing the risk of leaching
beyond the boundary of the site. (m)

Lime bombs

programme y
dropping lime from aircraft over the worst-
affected forests. The operation is the
biggest of its kind in the world.

chronic problem of acid rain. The forest lies
just south of Moravia's industrial capital,
Ostrava. A report in the Communist party
newspaper, Rude Pravo, assured its read-
ers llut the dolomite lime will not damage

At lhc inning of A lnodm 1450
be spra the Polish
border in Jeumk The two ﬁrms involved
in the liming, Krnov State Forestries and
Frydek-Mistek Agrochenlals, claim that
the programme of liming is already
producing some encouraging results. Tbe
acidity of the soil so treated is gradually

The govemment is doubling the money
available for ecological protection. ()
















