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Summary: 
 
 

This paper provides an update to the Agency Board with respect to 
the delivery of the Annual Operating Plan 2016 – 2017 performance 
measure number 19 to understand the scale of waste crime in 
Scotland, the results of this measure and the nature of SEPA’s 
response. 
 

Risks: There are no risks in this instance. 
 
 

Resource and 
Staffing 
Implications: 
 

There are no resource implications in this instance. 
 

Equalities: 
 

N/A 
 

Environmental and 
Carbon Impact: 
 

N/A 
 

Purpose of the 
report: 
 

For information and discussion. 
 

Report Author: 
 

George Hope, Unit Manager 
Calum MacDonald, Executive Director 
 

Appendices: Not applicable. 
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Waste Crime Perceptions Survey 

 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1 This paper provides an update to the Agency Board with respect to the delivery of the 

Annual Operating Plan 2016 – 2017 performance measure number 19 to understand 
the scale of waste crime in Scotland, the results of this measure and the nature of 
SEPA’s response. 

 
1.2 The paper is provided in response to an action raised at the Agency Board on 29th 

November 2016 in relation to the Q2 Corporate Performance Report that the Board 
would be “advised that the questionnaire results were being analysed and that a full 
report would be submitted to the Board in due course”. 

 
2. Background 
 
2.1 Waste crime is the illegal management of waste at any stage from production to final 

disposal. If not handled correctly, waste can result in pollution which harms the 
environment and local communities, as well as disadvantaging legitimate waste 
businesses.  Waste crime costs the UK economy at least £600 million a year. It is a 
significant problem which requires innovation as well as tough enforcement action. 

 
2.2 The eradication of waste crime is a key aim of SEPA’s Waste to Resources 

Framework.  By making sure that nobody uses illegal sites or unauthorised collectors; 
that waste sites are not abandoned at public expense; that everybody understands 
and pays the market rate for a compliant waste service; and, that organised criminals 
are unable to operate in the market, we will ensure the sustainable use of resources 
and the prevention of harm to the environment, economy and Scottish communities. 

 
2.3 The eradication of waste crime also has a part to play in ensuring that the priorities 

set out in the Circular Economy Strategy for Scotland are not undermined.  If we are 
to achieve maximum value from our resources we need to keep these resources 
circulating within the economy.   

 
2.4 Waste crime is essentially a hidden issue which brings with it problems of 

measurement, reporting and detection.  Regulatory agencies need to enhance their 
intelligence if they are to better prevent, detect and enforce against waste crime.  The 
aim of this measure therefore was to demonstrate an improvement in our 
understanding of the scale and nature of waste crime by exploring the use of a 
perceptions survey approach. 

 
2.5 The waste crime perceptions survey has been produced by working in partnership 

with individuals operating in the waste sector, and it records the industry’s perceptions 
of waste crime.  It will inform and enhance the work that SEPA and its partners  
already undertakes to eradicate waste crime and will, in association with other 
evidence available to the agency, over time allow us to gauge if our interventions to 
eradicate waste crime have been judged effective by those working in the industry. 

 
2.6 SEPA is already working with Scottish Government, Revenue Scotland, the Police 

Service of Scotland, and other partners at the Scottish Crime Campus and the 
Environmental Crime Task Force to help deliver a robust response to the threat of 
waste crime.  These partnerships remain core to our strategy and we will continue to 
identify and build new relationships that enhance our capability in tackling waste 
crime.  
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3. The Issues 
 
3.1 The views of those who operate within the waste industry can provide valuable 

insights into waste crime and its evolution and trends.  In order to capture these views 
and perceptions, SEPA used an online survey during July-September 2016 to engage 
with the Scottish waste industry.  Although much simplified, this approach borrows 
general principles from the work of Transparency International by using opinion 
surveys as a proxy for direct measurement of waste crime. 

 
3.2 In order to obtain as broad a perspective as possible, the survey targeted the 

membership of SESA (Scottish Environmental Services Association) and the Scottish 
regional membership of The Chartered Institute of Wastes Management (CIWM).  The 
survey group therefore represented the broad range of waste management 
professionals from private industry as well as the public sector and academia. 

 
3.3 The questionnaire was designed to ask respondents to anonymously share their 

knowledge and experiences of crime in the waste sector. In particular, the survey 
sought to identify where, how and why criminals are able to enter, exploit and profit 
from illegal waste management activities.   

 
3.4 A total of 257 responses to the questionnaire were received and analysed to inform 

this report.  The data collected on perceptions of scale and seriousness will be used 
to provide baseline information for subsequent annual surveys about waste crime in 
Scotland, as well as to evaluate the responses of SEPA and its partners to eradicate 
waste crime.  

 
3.5 The survey explored perceptions of industry operatives in three areas 
  

1.  Perceptions on the scale of waste crime in Scotland 

2. Understanding the causes of waste crime in Scotland 

3. How to tackle waste crime in Scotland 

 
3.6 An analysis of the results provides the following challenges that the industry feels 

needs consideration if SEPA and its partners are to successfully eradicate waste 
crime:   
 

3.7 There is a general level of dissatisfaction about current responses to tackling waste 
crime in Scotland and that there is a strong perception that waste crime is endemic.  

 
3.8 There is a danger that SEPA is being seen as unresponsive in tackling waste crime 

and that people want to see the agency take-on a more visible, public and higher 
profile response in tackling waste crime. 

 
3.9 Operators want to see SEPA undertake a visible, dedicated education and awareness 

campaign in Scotland. 
 

3.10 Despite these challenges, the clear message from the survey is that it is possible to 

substantially reduce waste crime in Scotland.  The perceptions report is a contribution 

to providing a greater understanding of the impact and causes of waste crime and, 

alongside data and intelligence held by our partners, will be useful in helping SEPA, 

the industry and other partners to tackle the problem.   
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4. Recommendations 
 
4.1  The Board is invited to discuss and comment on the above. 
 
 
George Hope, Unit Manager 
Calum MacDonald, Executive Director 
 
16 May 2017 


