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A PLANNING application 
will shortly be submitted for 
an energy-generating waste 
incinerator at the Veolia site 
on the A31 near Alton. 

Veolia has already 
built similar facilities in 
partnership with Hampshire 
County Council at 
Chineham, Marchwood and 
Portsmouth.

The Alton site became 
redundant partly because the 
domestic waste collection 
and processing contract for 
Waverley was switched 
from Veolia to Biffa in 
November 2019 as part of a 
£4.7 million-a-year contract 
and the site was no longer 
required.

There will be strong 
feelings both for and against 
the construction of an 
incinerator.

We are producing too 
much waste and there seems 
to be very little appetite 
from the public to reduce 
what they consume or to 
change from disposable 
single-use plastic.

So what are we supposed 
to do with all this waste? 

There isn’t enough 
landfill and existing sites 
are filling up much more 
quickly than planned. 
But even if we had more 
landfill capacity, putting 
everything in landfill 
ultimately contaminates the 
environment.

Previously, a lot of UK 
waste, especially plastic, 
was being shipped abroad 
for processing but that has 
understandably been stopped 
as our waste is our problem 
and lax environmental 
controls in other countries 
meant a lot of it was being 
dumped in rivers, the sea 
or by uncontrolled burning, 
producing toxic emissions.

So is incinerating it in the 
UK – and generating some 
electricity from it – the right 
solution? 

Certainly, generating 
energy from waste reduces 
the need to extract fossil 
fuels to produce electricity 
and the technical process 
of incineration can be 
much better managed and 
emissions controlled in a 
new facility in the UK – 
but there will still be an 
environmental impact.

People living near the 
proposed site will be 
most affected and you can 
understand the arguments 
against a large structure with 
a 40m high main building 
and two 80m chimney 
stacks. 

Visually, it will be 
imposing in what is a rural 
area, despite creative ways 
to camouflage it and blend it 
into the landscape.

But people further away 
will also be affected. 
With the south-westerly 
prevailing winds, emissions 
from the site will head 
straight up to Farnham 

that is already struggling 
to reduce atmospheric 
pollution with levels in the 
town that already exceed 
government-legislated 
limits.

You could also question 
why Veolia needs another 
waste incinerator in 
Hampshire when there are 
three others nearby. 

Hampshire should not 
become a waste-processing 
site for other counties; it is a 
burden all counties need to 
take responsibility for.

If we are honest with 
ourselves, we know the 
answer is we have to 
consume less, repair what 
we can and stop using 
materials that can’t be 
reprocessed. 

We are going to have to 
make these changes to tackle 
climate change and we had 
better get on with it if we are 
going to have any hope of 
limiting global warming. If 
we don’t, a big building that 
is incinerating waste will be 
a minor concern.

Ironically, building an 
incinerator may actually 
make it harder to tackle 
the root cause of the waste 
because it makes the 
problem go away. 

To tackle the curse of 
single-use plastic and the 
repairability of things we 
buy, the government needs 
to step in – both centrally 
and locally.

Local authorities are 
letting waste collection and 
recycling contracts go to 
multiple businesses, all with 
different processes and rules 
for recycling. 

It is no wonder the public 
is confused and rates of 
recycling are stagnant – and 
even falling in some areas. 

Most of the towns and 
councils in this area declared 
a climate emergency in 
2019. Well, this is the first 
big test of what that means. 

So if we can’t 
immediately reduce the 
waste we are producing, we 
can’t send it abroad and we 
can’t put it in landfill in the 
UK, maybe incinerating it is 
the only short-term solution 
we have. But that raises 
another challenge.

Contracts for this type 
of energy-recovery site are 
typically 30-plus years, 

with significant financial 
penalties if the agreed 
volume of waste isn’t 
provided by councils. 

That doesn’t fit with 
the UK government’s 
commitment to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions to 
net zero by 2050.

It also raises questions 
about safety. We live in an 
economy that is profit driven 
and any business will want 
to minimise the amount 
it spends building the 
incinerator and maximise 
how much it is burning. 

Obviously, the facility 
will need to meet current 
building and emission 
regulations but history has 
shown how easy it is to 
breach these regulations 
(look at the continued 
uncontrolled releases of 
effluent into rivers by water 
companies) and we have 
also learned many years 
later of the long-term health 
implications of things we 
thought were innocuous 
(asbestos, DDT, pesticides 
and herbicides, the list is 
long...).

It seems incongruous that 
chimneys are used to throw 
airborne emissions up into 
the atmosphere, only for 
them to fall somewhere else. 

That can’t be acceptable 
and is akin to people 
throwing rubbish out of their 
car windows rather than 
putting it in the bin. 

Spreading emissions 
everywhere doesn’t remove 
them. Any incinerator that is 
built must have near to zero 
emissions and use scrubbers, 
filters and catalytic 
converters to remove all 
potentially-hazardous 
emissions.

It will cost more to build, 
but it will remove the long-
terms costs to public health 
and environmental clean-
ups.

We are about to start what 
will turn out to be a very 
heated debate about this site.

Hopefully, the 
environmental and economic 
evaluation will be based 
of science and facts rather 
than emotions and political 
alliances.

To read more about 
Veolia’s plans for the Alton 
site, have a look at www.
veolia.co.uk/alton/proposals

The site of the proposed incinerator off the A31

A look at both sides 
of incinerator debate

No plans have yet been submitted for the A31 incinerator – but a ‘No Wey Incinerator’ group has already mobilised
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