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1 Purpose of the Report 

1.1 The purpose of this report is to provide a summary of the current position faced by Waste 
Management Services regarding contamination issues within recycling bins, in particular the 
co-mingled dry recyclate (CDR) blue bins, and to seek approval of a revised contamination 
policy to improve the quality of recycling material collected and reduce costs. 

2 Background 

2.1 Contamination within recycling bins can be separated into two main categories: 

2.1.1 Deliberate contamination of the bin caused when general waste is placed in the 
recycling bin, which is viewed by the householders as an additional receptacle for 
residual general waste. 

2.1.2 Non-deliberate contamination where plastic bags, glass or other unacceptable 
materials are placed into the blue bin in a mistaken belief that these items can be 
recycled within the specified waste stream. 

2.2 Zero Waste Scotland (ZWS) studies have repeatedly shown that the main barriers to 
recycling are behaviour and attitudes towards recycling, perceived difficulties in sorting and 
separating the items, lack of-knowledge as to what should be placed in which bin, a lack of 
understanding as to how the system works, and failure to recognise the environmental 
benefits and situational barriers such as space availability. These barriers are exacerbated 
when the waste collector fails to clearly specify what is not acceptable within each specified 
wheeled bin. 

2.3 North Lanarkshire Council has had a specified list of items that can be placed in the blue 
(CDR) bin in operation for over 5 years with no adjustments made to the list, although the 
removal of textiles is planned from 2013. There is a drive within the new Zero Waste 
(Scotland) Regulations 201 2 to improve the quality of material collected for recycling. This is 
to ensure that the material collected maintains it’s value as a resource, allowing processors 
to drive up the quality of material recovered at the Material Recovery Facilities (MRF). 

2.4 North Lanarkshire Council currently collects around 27000 tonnes of material via the blue 
CDR bins. At present around 20-25% of the material collected is deemed too heavily 
contaminated to allow the material to be sorted via the processors dry MRF. This is resulting 
in a significant amount of material requiring either secondary processing or being landfilled. 
Both options are at a considerable cost to the Council with the cost increase of treating 
contaminated material being in the region of f65 per tonne more than the cost of 
uncontaminated material. 
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Council analysis is showing that the majority of residents are participating in the scheme 
properly or with very minor mistakes. However there is a significant minority, in the range of 
5 - 30% of each route who are falling into the category highlighted in 2.1 above. As a result, 
the quality CDR material presented by the residents who are participating is being 
contaminated by this inferior material, and the entire load then has to be sent for secondary 
processing or in some cases landfilled. A revision to the existing policy is therefore required 
to reduce the likelihood of this material being presented. 

Food waste, despite the fact that the Council now operates a weekly food collection service, 
is a particularly high contaminant. Once a load is contaminated with food it results in the 
processor being unable to sort the principle material, thus rendering the entire load to then 
require secondary processing or landfill. 

At the current rates, the cost increase to the Council of dealing with contaminated waste from 
the CDR collections is in the region of f527,OOO per annum. 

Proposals / Considerations 

The Council now provide residents with the means to recycle CDR material, Food and 
Garden waste. This proposal is to introduce a revised policy for dealing with contaminated 
bins, that places the onus on resolving the problem at source with the resident, as follows: 

3.1.1 Should the collection crew identify a contaminated bin, one of the following actions 
will be carried out: 

(1) If the contamination is light ie ‘‘non deliberate contamination” the bin will be 
tagged with an amber label, the bin will be emptied and a record of the address 
recorded. The label will highlight to the resident the incorrect material. 

(2) If the contamination is excessive ie “deliberate contamination” the bin will be 
tagged with a red label. The bin will not be emptied at that visit and the customer 
will be advised to contact Northline to arrange an “advice uplift”. This will involve a 
visit by a member of Waste Management Staff and a recorded uplift to allow the 
resident a fresh start. 

3.1.2 The customer will also advised that they can utilise the General Household waste 
skips at the Household Waste Recycling Centres (HWRC). 

In extreme cases where a customer, despite advice, refuses to refrain from contaminating a 
recycling bin, the Council would reserve the right to remove the bin from the resident. Where 
the bin removed is the blue CDR bin, the resident would receive a residual bin collection on 
the designated collection day only. This approach is consistent with standards being applied 
in other Councils and has been shown to be effective in dealing with the overall 
contamination issue. 

Financial Considerations 

Whilst there are no direct financial considerations associated with this policy it can be 
predicted that there is potential for significant cost avoidance if the contamination levels are 
reduced. In the case of CDR material this equates to f65 in avoided costs for each tonne of 
material that is not deemed contaminated by the processor. 

Corporate Considerations 

The new policy may result in an initial increase in the number of complaints regarding the 
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service failing to lift a “Contaminated bin.” These will not be upheld as justified for 
performance reporting, however they will be classed as complaints as the resident will have 
had occasion to notify the Council on the perceived failure to provide a service. 

It is expected that there will be a consequent increase in the overall recycling rates achieved 
as a result of improved quality of the material, which will assist in achieving the targets 
required. 

Recommendations 

That the committee approve the revised procedure outlined above for dealing with 
contaminated recycling bins. 
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KEN N ETH W I LSON 
HEAD OF LAND SERVICES 
Local Government Access to Information Act: for further information on this report, please 
contact: Jim Brown, Assistant Business Manager (Waste Management Operations) on 01 698 
506235 
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