
 
Dear Sirs, 
 
As residents of this area, we wish to object in the strongest possible terms to the building of the Covanta 
incinerator at the Rookery Pit in Bedfordshire. We have attended the Covanta exhibition in our village, 
the meeting at the Marston Vale Forest Centre and also the presentation given in Flitwick by Dr. Paul 
Connett Professor of Chemistry. In addition, we have read all the literature that has been sent to us and 
carried out our own research into the subject of incineration. We started our research with an open mind 
but in the end we could only come to one conclusion, that any form of incineration in this country, 
including the incinerator being proposed locally, is environmentally and economically damaging. 
 
We must question why Covanta want to build such a massive incinerator and whether sending 585,000 
tonnes of waste to an incinerator for the next 30 years is sustainable given that recycling rates are 
increasing especially in Bedfordshire. The environmental impacts that the incinerator would have on the 
Marston Vale and surrounding areas and the long-term effects on our health must be considered. 
 
In our opinion, the proposed site within the Marston Vale is totally unsuitable. The Marston Vale is one 
of 12 community forests in England which were set up to improve land affected by industrial use in the  
past. To site such a huge incinerator in the Marston Vale right next to the Millennium Country Park 
would surely be a backward step in the regeneration of this area. It would also have a detrimental visual  
impact on the surrounding area as it would be visible for miles around, spoiling the natural beauty of the 
area. The proximity of the site to the lake in Stewartby and the Stewartby Water Sports Club should be  
another consideration. This is another area in which people are able to take part in so many outdoor  
leisure activities including sailing, angling, water-skiing power boat racing and walking. Bedfordshire is 
trying to develop tourism and we are not sure who would want to visit local attractions and parks 
(including the nearby Centre Parc when it opens in 2013) if there is a huge incinerator right next door. 
 
According to its own Community Newsletter (June 2010), Covanta want to centrally locate the incinerator 
and bring in waste from other counties as “the environment benefits from accepting waste from a wider  
catchment area than just Bedfordshire”. Firstly, which local authorities have confirmed so far that they 
would definitely commit to providing the waste needed to feed this incinerator for the next 30 years and 
seriously undermine their own recycling efforts? Covanta themselves have stated that the waste from 
Bedfordshire would not be sufficient to feed an incinerator of this size, so Covanta would have to bring in 
waste from other counties to make the incinerator economically viable.  Secondly, the “proximity 
principle”, where waste management sites are located near to where the waste is produced to reduce the 
distance that waste is transported, is surely not being addressed by Covanta. In what way would the 
environment “benefit” from 900 extra vehicle movements a day using our local roads travelling much  
longer distances than is necessary? Where the “proximity principle” is not possible, priority should be 
given to the transportation of waste by rail or water and not by road. The proposed site sits between two 
railway lines but why was Covanta so dismissive of using the railway network? We suspect that Covanta 
is not at all interested in protecting the environment but more interested in saving themselves money. 
 
Opportunities for recycling, re-using, composting and anaerobic digestion should be explored rather than 
incineration. Burning waste in order to generate electricity creates a demand for waste. Manufacturers  
should be reducing packaging and using materials which can be recycled and reused. Manufacturers 
should be accountable for the environmental impact of the products they use and produce. Local 
authorities could introduce more kerbside collection schemes and increase the range of materials collected. 
The recycling rate in Central Bedfordshire was just 5% in 2000 and has increased to 52% in the last few 
years. The aim of Central Bedfordshire is to increase recycling rates to 60% by 2011/2012 and there is no 
reason why higher recycling rates cannot be achieved in future years. Materials that cannot be safely 
recycled or composted must be phased out, for example PVC plastic, and replaced with sustainable 
alternatives.  Recycling creates jobs, is good for the environment, saves energy and combats climate 
change whereas incineration involves the release of high levels of carbon dioxide and numerous other 
pollutants.  Incinerators undermine recycling efforts and reduce the option for recycling in the future. The 
predictions of waste which will be produced in future years are often exaggerated to justify the building 
of unnecessary incinerators. 



 
 
In this country, we need to invest in state-of-the-art facilities to process recyclable materials and invest in 
recycling programmes. These in turn will create jobs (many more than the 80 permanent jobs Covanta  
are promising), save millions of pounds and lead to a better, healthier environment. We should look at 
other communities in the world which are far ahead of us in aiming for zero waste. San Francisco 
recovers 77% of its waste and aims to reach zero waste by 2020. They established the first food waste 
composting collection in the United States and now collect approximately 300 tonnes a day serving 
335,000 households. The compost is then certified as organic and used locally to grow food. 
 
We should also learn from mistakes that were made, for example, with the incinerator near Lucca in 
Tuscany. When the plant began operating in 2003, it was only 8 days before it was closed down for 
failing to meet dioxin emissions standards. In 2007 it was sold to Veolia but in July 2008 tests showed 
that emissions of carbon monoxide and dioxins were four times higher than legal limits and it was closed 
again. It reopened again in January 2009 but still failed to pass emission tests and was eventually closed 
down permanently. With the closure of the incinerator, in one municipality 80% recycling/composting 
rates were achieved and zero waste was declared by 2020. The province of Lucca is now completely free 
of incinerators. In the area around the plant, levels of respiratory illness and cancer are significantly 
higher than in other parts of Italy. Veolia were found to also be discharging polluted waste into a nearby 
river. How can we be confident that Covanta will not pollute the lake in Stewartby? 
 
Veolia, who own an incinerator in Sheffield, claim that the Energy Recovery Facility which opened in 
2006 is not receiving enough waste due to new kerbside collection schemes and they have applied to 
accept more waste from neighbouring areas such as Barnsley and Doncaster to keep the incinerator 
running at full capacity. If Covanta is allowed to build this incinerator it must be kept running for at least 
30 years to be financially viable. This would mean a very long term financial commitment by local 
authorities to keep sending sufficient waste to keep the incinerator operating. As recycling rates improve, 
we do not believe Covanta would receive the 585,000 tonnes it requires to keep this incinerator running 
for 30 years. They would therefore be forced to look further afield for waste flouting the “proximity 
principle”. 
 
Another of our concerns is the pollutants which will be emitted from the chimney stack. We are justified 
in being more concerned in this area about the pollutants as The Marston Vale is situated in an area  
where temperature inversion occurs. The pollutants will not be dispersed in the usual way but will instead 
remain trapped below the inversion. The inversion acts like a lid and the pollutants build up as the 
inversion layers block atmospheric flow. The pollutants are trapped at ground level instead of being 
circulated away. Those of us that lived in this area when the Stewartby brickworks were operating  
experienced the truly awful pollution caused by the sulphur dioxide from the chimneys.  Hanson was 
continually exceeding the safe limits for emissions but did not get closed down until 2008.  On countless  
days every single week the area was engulfed in a “haze” which on most occasions lasted for hours. 
Shutting all the windows and doors and covering up airbricks did not stop the smell from penetrating the  
house. On these occasions we were forced to breathe in such polluted air even inside our homes. If this 
incinerator is built, the toxins which will be released from the stack will not be dispersed but will remain 
suspended over us for long periods of time. 
 
Even the newest incinerators cannot filter out all the pollutants which are formed as a result of the 
combustion process. Scientists have so far identified a few hundred substances from incinerators as  
hazardous. The Environment Agency has admitted that emissions limits are based on what is technically 
achievable and not what is safe for human health. The nanoparticles which are formed from incinerators 
are thought to be more dangerous to health than the nanoparticles produced from vehicles and no 
technology exists to take out these particles. According to the Environmental Agency newsletter we 
received, these PM2. 5 particles emitted during incineration are so tiny that "they can travel deep into 
respiratory tract and reach the lungs. Long-term exposure could result in increased rates of bronchitis, 
reduced lung function and cardiovascular problems. Older people, children and those with existing heart 
and lung disease are particularly sensitive to these particles". The Environment Agency also state that 
these particles can be carried long distances from their source. High levels of dioxins are emitted during 



start-up and close-down, a time when dioxins are not monitored in the UK. Again, according to the 
Agency, "there is no safe limit for exposure to dioxins".  Incinerators need continuous monitoring if 
people are to be protected from pollutants. The current monitoring requirements in the UK are only 0.2% 
of the operational hours of incinerators, not including start-up and shut- down periods. If emissions are 
only taken a few times a year, then it is highly likely that the peak dioxin production will be missed. 
 
Covanta has been fined so many times in the United States for exceeding "safe" limits for pollutants so 
why would we trust a company that has such a poor record in the United States to build and operate safely 
an incinerator within 2 miles of our home? If well-run incinerators are still polluting the environment, we 
can only imagine the additional pollution that has occurred every time Covanta has exceeded these "safe" 
limits. Incinerators are prone to malfunctions and system failures which routinely lead to serious air 
pollution control problems and increased emissions that are dangerous to our health. No new incinerators 
have been built in the USA for 14 years due to public opposition, associated health risks, economic costs 
and also the increase in recycling and composting. Covanta is trying to expand in this country by 
marketing their incinerators as “Energy from Waste”. They have stated in their newsletter (June 2010) 
that there will be “enough electricity to meet the needs of Bedford and the Marston Vale (approximately 
82,500 homes)”. We have since read that this is not the case and the energy produced would be so 
insignificant with the plant itself using a good proportion of the energy generated. The energy production 
does not justify the huge costs involved in building incinerators. They have to be run for several years 
before there is even a net production of energy. 3-5 times more energy can be saved in recycling. 
 
If we look at the waste hierarchy, what we need to do is to stop sending waste to landfill. For every four 
tonnes of waste incinerated, at least one tonne is ash - 90% bottom ash and 10 % very toxic fly ash. This 
ash is usually deposited in landfills so incineration does not address the problem of waste not going to 
landfill. We are also leaving a toxic heritage for future generations by polluting ground water and 
rivers.  Some authorities are encouraging the use of bottom ash in construction but as this ash contains 
dioxins and metals, these pollutants will eventually get into the groundwater. Bottom ash is an active 
material because it contains heavy metals so before it can be dumped in landfill, it needs to sit for weeks 
in the air. Can we trust Covanta to deal safely with the mountains of ash that will accumulate on site 
before it is transported to a landfill? 
 
A study was carried out looking at the economic impact of an incinerator in Newhaven. The study found 
evidence that “house prices close to the incinerator dropped relative to prices elsewhere on rumour  
of the new site, fell again further when construction began and fell further still when operations began”. 
House prices in the area of Newhaven have remained significantly lower than they would otherwise have 
been. If this incinerator goes ahead, those who can afford to move away will do so and the whole 
socioeconomic structure of the area will change. 
 
According to Dr. Paul Connett, who has been studying and lecturing on the effects of incineration for 
over 25 years, “Far from it being the universally proven technology claimed by its promoters, the  
incineration of municipal trash with energy recovery has been an experiment which has left the citizens of 
industrialised countries with a legacy of unacceptably high levels of dioxins and related compounds  
in their food, their tissues, their babies and in wildlife.”  
 
Local people, local authorities and parish councils are vehemently opposed to this incinerator. There are 
numerous disadvantages for the local communities with little, if any, benefit. We suffered for years with 
the pollution from the brickworks and it is only since 2008 we have been able to enjoy fresh, unpolluted 
air. Strict regulations and air quality management were apparently in place at the time the brickworks 
were operating yet our air was constantly polluted. With Covanta continually breaching emission levels in 
the States with apparent disregard for human health, we do not have any confidence in this company to 
run the proposed incinerator safely or efficiently. If this incinerator is built, it will be the people of the 
Marston Vale who will be living in its shadow for the next 30 years and suffering the consequences. It 
will change forever the nature of our communities. 
 
We do hope that our views and concerns will be taken into account when making your final decision.  
Yours faithfully, 


