
 

History of Modern Biomedicine Research Group 
School of History, Queen Mary University of London 
Mile End Road, London E1 4NS 
website: www.histmodbiomed.org 

 
 
 
AUDIO INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT 
 

Coggins, Chris: transcript of an audio interview (23-Jun-2014) 
 
 
 
Interviewer: Lynda Finn 
 
Transcriber: Debra Gee 
 
Editors: Emma M. Jones, Tilli Tansey 
 
Date of publication: 19-Oct-2016 
 
Date and place of interview: 23-Jun-2014; Queen Mary University of London 
 
Publisher: Queen Mary University of London 
 
Collection: History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection) 
 
Reference: e2016106 
 
Number of pages: 21 
 
DOI: 10.17636/01015926 
 
Acknowledgments: The editorial assistance of Ms Fiona Plowman, the project management of Mr Adam 
Wilkinson and the technical support of Mr Alan Yabsley are gratefully acknowledged. The History of Modern 
Biomedicine Research Group is funded by the Wellcome Trust, which is a registered charity (no. 210183). The 
current interview has been funded by the Wellcome Trust Strategic Award entitled “Makers of modern 
biomedicine: testimonies and legacy” (2012-2017; awarded to Professor Tilli Tansey). 
 

 
Citation: Finn L (intvr); Jones E M, Tansey E M (eds) (2016) Coggins, Chris: transcript of an audio interview (23-Jun-
2014). History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection), item e2016106. London: Queen Mary 
University of London. 
 

 
Note: Audio interviews are conducted following standard oral history methodology, and have received ethical 
approval (reference QMREC 0642). Related material has been deposited in the Wellcome Library. 
 
© The Trustee of the Wellcome Trust, London, 2016 
 
 



History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection) - Coggins, C e2016106 | 2 

 
 

 

Coggins, Chris: transcript of an audio interview (23-Jun-2014)* 
 
 

Biography: Dr Chris Coggins PGCE PhD FCIWM FRGS FRSA (b. 1947) was 
Lecturer and Senior Lecturer in Geography, then Reader in Waste Management at 
Luton College of Higher Education / University of Luton from 1972 to 1997. From 
1993, he was also Director of the institution’s Centre for Waste Management. He 
became Director of the University of Sheffield’s Waste Management and Technology 
Centre and worked there until 2001, when he started his private waste management 
research consultancy, WAMTEC [Waste Management and Technology Centre], of 
which he was Director until his retirement. 

 

 
 
LF: Lynda Finn 
 
CC: Chris Coggins 
 
--------- 
 
LF: Chris, can you tell me your full name? 
 
CC: Philip Christopher Coggins. 
 
LF: And your year of birth? 
 
CC: 1947.  
 
LF: Where you were born? 
 
CC: A village called Oakdale in South Wales, a coal-mining village. 
 
LF: And your current employment status? 
 
CC: Retired, with a little bit of work. 
 
LF: Retired from? 
 
CC: Retired from consultancy. 
 
LF: Okay, and your parents’ occupations? 
 
CC: My father was a coal miner until 1947 when nationalization happened and they kicked a lot of people out 

who had a small amount of dust in their lungs, pneumoconiosis, and he then worked as an electrical 
engineer with the South Wales Switchgear. 

 
LF: Thank you. 
 

                                                           
* Interview conducted by Ms Lynda Finn, for the History of Modern Biomedicine Research Group, 23 June 
2014, in the School of History, Queen Mary University of London. Transcribed by Mrs Debra Gee, and edited 
by Ms Emma M. Jones and Professor Tilli Tansey. 
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CC: My mother worked in a shop before she was married, worked in service, I think, but after getting married 
didn’t do any other work. 

 
LF: Thank you. Let me ask you a little about your childhood and your early life. Did you have 

brothers and sisters? 
 
CC: I had a brother who died a long time before I was born; I had two sisters. My younger sister is 12 years 

older than I am so I was born a little bit late, and my mother was 44 when she had me. And I think it was 
always said that I was a bit of a mistake in life [laughs] but there we are. 

 
LF: So how was that childhood with those siblings? 
 
CC: Basically, growing up I hardly knew them, in the sense that given the age difference they left home and 

were married. So for most of my childhood I was with my parents and that was it. I had a grandfather, his 
name was Philip, hence why I’m called Chris - technically my full name is Philip Christopher, but I’ve 
always been Christopher in the household and to family, and Chris to anybody else. I basically went 
through primary school, went through secondary, sat the 11+, and in those days I went to what Neil 
Kinnock used to call the Eton of Wales: Lewis School, Pengam. It had a system whereby, although it was 
based in Glamorgan, it took the top few per cent of 11+ people from Monmouthshire. And I went there 
on the bus every day to go to school. It was a boys’ school and there was an equivalent Lewis School, 
Hengoed, which my two sisters went to before me. 

 
LF: So what were your childhood memories of schooling? 
 
CC: I was a slow starter, I had a lot of absence in the early years because I suffered badly from asthma. The 

first two years were, as in many grammar schools, ungraded and then I was graded, and technically I was 
in the third stream. So I was in the third stream, I went through, I had seven O-levels and went into Sixth 
Form and certainly I think I was regarded by the teachers as a bit of a late developer. So in the Sixth Form 
I obtained an A and two B’s and then went on to Swansea University. 

 
LF: And what had you decided to study? What were your areas of interest? 
 
CC: Geography. Geography was my first subject. In the first year I did economics and geology with the 

geography. Again, I developed okay. In the second year I was awarded the departmental prize. In the third 
year I graduated with a 2:1, and then I obtained, I don’t know what it was called in those days, funding to 
do a PhD at Swansea University. I chose the subject of “Location Decision Making in Mining”, so 
basically since the third year of my degree then, I’ve had an interest in resources, particularly mineral and 
energy resources. 

 
LF: So tell me a bit about the PhD. 
 
CC: In those days, geography was moving from traditional, various divisions of economic geomorphology, 

soils. It was called, at that stage, the quantitative revolution. Everybody wanted to make it statistically 
relevant and use statistics. Lots of mistakes were made, people using statistics wrongly, but my thesis was 
looking at the principles of decision-making about whether to mine a particular deposit. So I covered the 
various theories that go with location decision-making in industry, location decision-making in agriculture, 
which were already well established. Mining was a bit of a Cinderella subject in those days and I looked at 
two case studies, mainly through literature. One was gold mining in South Africa, and the other was salt 
mining in Cheshire. So two extremes in terms of historical development, in terms of the value, but similar 
in terms of location decision-making, in the sense that once a mining area is discovered then you find that 
the decision-making is to go from the outcrop deeper and deeper into the deposit. And there, if you have 
a change in terms of the type of mine, the depth of mine, the scale, the investment neede and then all the 
ancillary work that goes alongside it.   
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Obviously, coming from a coal mining area in South Wales I was well versed with the way in which the 
coal field had developed. The two case studies meant that I was looking at one which was a global mining 
industry, with global influences, and the other which, historically, had been very much the heritage for the 
British chemical industry, in north-west England, and the building of canals, the building of navigations to 
service it. So it was interesting, that. In the gold in South Africa there was also the need for large quantities 
of labour. At one stage, large numbers of Chinese were immigrated into South Africa to work in the 
mines, and in that sense they were two very contrasting studies. I didn’t finish within the three years but 
because I had got to know a lot of people in Swansea I managed to get a late entry to do a postgraduate 
certificate in education. So I did teacher training for a year in Swansea and was still finding it difficult to 
get jobs. I suppose I was within, probably a week or so before I was going for interviews in grammar 
schools. But I secured a job at Luton, at that time it was Luton College of Technology, and a lectureship 
in geography. So I went there in 1972 and my PhD took a long time to finish. When I went there I was 
doing, I think at its peak I was doing 27 hours contact a week. So taking that, plus lecture preparation plus 
assessment and everything else, meant that the PhD was parked during most of the year. I eventually 
managed to complete it and, partly with luck because they changed the rules and in changing the rules they 
had to allow, I suppose, a bit like grandfather rights to people who were in the system, they were given the 
same extensions as people that were near the end, so I was finally awarded my PhD in 1982.   

 
During that time at Luton then I taught economic geography, geography of energy, in the 1970s, it was a 
decade of very rapid change in the oil industry. We had the oil crisis in 1974, we had the big spike in oil 
prices. We then had Iran in 1979, the overthrow of the Shah and alongside it we had the development of 
North Sea gas, North Sea oil, and I followed that very closely, and that obviously was a big component of 
my teaching. I taught other things like surveying with theodolites and levels; taught field work; taught 
questionnaire surveys. The students had an annual project in terms of doing questionnaire surveys. Most 
of these, in the 1970s, were usually concerned with shopping behaviour, travel behaviour, work, and so 
on. But that became useful in the 1980s because having obtained a PhD, I then started looking around to 
do some research with a colleague who was Head of Geography, he was a physical geographer. We first 
thought about doing some work about application of sewerage sludge to land, and we went talking to 
various people and were told, ‘You have no chance. You have no science background, you have no 
facilities.’ We then had to rethink, and we talked to various other people, and in 1983 we went and talked 
to the waste disposal people at Bedfordshire County Council. And they listened and said, ‘Well, one thing 
that we’re interested in is, we have a number of civic amenity sites.’   

 
These days they tend to be called Household Waste Recycling Centres. In Bedfordshire they were called 
Tidy Tips, which indicated a particular philosophy. Subsequently, we found [that] other waste disposal 
authorities called them different things. South Yorkshire called them Dump-It sites, given the type of role 
that they played in the local authority waste management. And they said, ‘One of the things we’re 
interested in, the site in Luton is near the airport and is near the boundary with Hertfordshire; we’d love 
to know how many people use the site from Hertfordshire.’ So that was a key and we went away, we did 
literature research, we contacted the Department of the Environment (DoE) as it was in those days. They 
had very little data. We found some questionnaire surveys, and I then took those, modified them, used my 
background of lecturing on questionnaire surveys to make them more substantive and we used the 
students on the Higher Diploma in Geographical Techniques course - I did a lot of lecturing in the 1980s. 
So we used the students to interview at the site on a weekday and a Saturday, and basically so we had a 
chunk of data. I then processed all the data, we wrote it up as a report and sent it to the County Council. 
We also sent it into the Department for the Environment. We carried on doing literature searches and 
began building up, accessing anything we could find on civic amenity sites: questionnaire surveys, 
histories, descriptions of layout, descriptions of management. I suppose I probably still have one of the 
biggest databases of literature on civic amenity sites, and I’ve kept that interest but obviously things 
changed, as I’ll come onto. 

 
LF: What do you think the Council did with the information you provided? 
 
CC: I don’t think they did very much in the sense that the conclusions that we came up with was that not that 



History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection) - Coggins, C e2016106 | 5 

 
 

many people used it as a proportion from Hertfordshire but what we did, by taking the literature research, 
we provided them with feedback and I did a number of lectures across the country. I think my first lecture 
was in 1984 to the CIWM [Chartered Institution of Wastes Management] London and Southern Counties 
Centre down in Brighton, and we wrote a report on good practice on civic amenity sites, and we sent 
copies of that to Bedfordshire and other places. And in the next year or so we carried on doing the work, 
I was still doing the lecturing, and we contacted the Department of the Environment again. They came 
and visited us in Luton. The Deputy Vice-chancellor hosted them to lunch and we then were invited 
down to Department of the Environment and they said, ‘You know, we like what you’ve been doing. If 
we gave you a chunk of money would you do something nationally for us?’ So we said, ‘Yes.’ I said, ‘We 
both teach, I have a full timetable, we’d need to employ a Research Assistant.’ It was a Tuesday, the 
interview. And The Guardian on Tuesday has the adverts for education and I knew what the salary of a 
Research Assistant was, and they said, ‘Right, okay, well we’ll give you £25,000 and could you let us have a 
report in…’, I think it would have been in about 15 months’ time. And we said, ‘Yes.’ So we walked out, 
went around the corner, and found a pub, had a beer, went back to college, went to see the head of 
department and she said, ‘I don’t believe you. Nobody gives people like you money like that.’ So I then 
went to the Deputy Vice-Chancellor, and she said, ‘Great. Do you want a room?’ And I was then given 
two rooms up at Putteridge Bury, which was a campus outside the town centre. As a result, basically 
within a year I had changed from 95 per cent lecturing to about 5-to-10 per cent lecturing. 

 
LF: So which year are we in now? 
 
CC: This is 1984/85. We appointed a Research Assistant. We had been going around the country visiting 

places and making contacts, and we decided on a range of different sites in different parts of the country. 
So we selected six civic amenity sites with different characteristics: a very big one in Derby in the city 
centre; one in Bedfordshire, a rural site; one in Aylesbury on the edge of an industrial estate; and then two 
in Brighton and Hove. At that time there was a county boundary running between East Sussex and West 
Sussex, and their civic amenity sites had different opening hours. And carrying on from the work in 
Luton, they were interested in seeing how much interplay between different postcode areas and the use of 
the tips took place because of the boundary in between, and the different times. The Brighton site closed 
at lunchtime on a Saturday, and at lunchtime on Sunday, and we found that all over the country about 50 
per cent of site users would use a site at weekends, basically gardening clearance and DIY clearance and 
this sort of thing. They were different sizes, some had open bunkers, some had a range of recycling. 

 
There was one in Northamptonshire, and the reason we chose it was that there’s always been a little bit of 
an interest in recycling from the travelling communities, and the then Head of Waste in 
Northamptonshire decided that because these people are often waiting at the gate to take stuff before 
people went into the site, he decided that if you can’t beat them, join them. And he basically decided the 
principle that all of the civic amenity sites in Northamptonshire were then contracted to licensed totters. 
This meant that these were people with expertise in getting rid of stuff; it also meant that the council 
didn’t have to employ people on the site, all they had to do was send their officers regularly to visit it. So it 
was a win-win situation, and at the Northamptonshire site anything that was worthwhile was picked out 
and the people were prepared to do that, pick out the bits and pieces. The site we worked with, the person 
who ran it, his wife ran a second-hand shop, and anything that was sellable she took. This was in the 1984 
to 1986 period, we did that. We wrote reports, we wrote a synthesis report. We did a report on each site 
that went to the local authorities concerned. We did some themed reports, things like mode of transport, 
the majority of people were coming by car, you’d get some vans, and you’d get occasionally people on 
bicycles, and we did various other particular themed reports. I can’t remember all of them now.   

 
We used to have regular meetings with the Department of the Environment officers, and towards the end 
they basically said, ‘Fine, thanks. What else do you think needs doing?’ So it was a very unusual type of 
funding relationship, and we said, ‘Well, one of things that we are conscious of is that where local 
authorities, in the late 1970s, started introducing wheeled bins, and a wheeled bin took 240 litres 
compared to the typical 90 litres of galvanized dustbins, and therefore we said, it is almost certain that 
wheeled bins are going to divert material from the civic amenity sites.’ 
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Again, as I said earlier, I tried to link in some of the things from my childhood. We lived in a coal-mining 
village, we had a dustbin, a galvanized bin, my father in leaving the coal industry wasn’t eligible for free 
coal that miners had, but living in the village with his brother and family who lived there with lots of 
friends, and miners used to get, I think it was three deliveries of coal a year free of charge. Basically the 
coal would be dumped outside and then shovelled into the coal house. And a number of friends, when 
they received a delivery of coal used to tell my parents, and my father used to go with a wheelbarrow and 
pick up wheelbarrow loads of what was called in South Wales, small coal, just the fragments that were left 
and not much in the way of lump coal. And as I grew up, I used to help as well. And we had a coal shed at 
the end of the garden, most of it would go in there, but my father built an embayment in the back yard. 

 
LF: Built a what? 
 
CC: An embayment, just a boarded area, where we would tip the small coal in there. And it would get wet and 

that would help. But, more importantly, my mother would put all the vegetable peelings on the coal, and 
something that I’ve never heard anybody else know anything about was that my mother used to go to 
jumble sales and she used to go fairly regularly. She used to buy up lots of pairs of shoes, this was often 
going to a jumble sale late in the day and whatever when there was not much left. And my mother would 
put the small coal, sometimes with bits of vegetable peelings, into the shoes and put them on the fire. 
Because the fire would be started with wood and lump coal, but because we didn’t have a large supply of 
lump coal then, putting the small coal into the shoes onto the already burning fire meant that the shoe 
would burn but the small coal would then change into coke, so it would be a lump. It was an interesting 
example of reuse of coal, or reuse of shoes. I’ve never found anybody else anywhere in the country who 
has ever known of it themselves. And in a sense, you know, I think back and you think, well, you know, 
what were those shoes? They were probably all leather and you think well, burning shoes in a small 
kitchen, there were probably fumes coming off it. So whether there were, I don’t know, but it’s one of 
those things that you never think of. But, obviously, what it meant was that I grew up with a view of 
anything that was combustible went on the fire, anything that was not immediately combustible went on 
the small coal, so that what went in the dustbin was effectively dust. Ashes from the fire, occasionally bits 
of metal and occasional glass. That was linked to my childhood.   

 
We’d already been talking to different local authorities and we’d been talking to Nottinghamshire County 
Council and they knew that the City of Nottingham was going to introduce wheeled bins. 

 
LF: I just want to interrupt you and ask you, Chris, you were talking about your colleague. Who was 

the other person? 
 
CC: The other person was a person called David Cooper. He was Head of Geography at Luton, he was a 

hydrologist and taught physical geography and he ran, he was responsible for setting up the Higher 
National Diploma in Geographical Techniques that I mentioned. He’s ten years older than me and at 
Luton he saw more than I did. He joined Luton in 1960, I joined in 1972. It was then a College of 
Technology dominated by engineering. In Luton we had Vauxhall so we had Automotive Engineering, we 
had SKF Co., Electrolux, and Engineering and Day Release were the main courses. The science 
department had the only higher level courses. We had a BSc London external degree in Geography, and 
Geology, and Biology. In Business Studies they had a whole range of courses oriented towards bankers, 
accountants, but they were all Day Release or Evening and all of them were below degree level. The 
college changed in the late 1970s, we absorbed and amalgamated a mature student teacher training college, 
which was based at the Putteridge Bury, which I mentioned, and the name changed to Luton College of 
Higher Education. We then went through a programme of, I suppose, degree expanding. We moved from 
BSc London external to CNAA, and we progressed. Then in the late 1980s a new Vice-Chancellor come 
in, very go ahead. He took the college out of Bedfordshire County Council control, made it independent 
and he was determined to make the College a polytechnic, and then a university. 

 
But in the early 1990s the Government changed the rules and all polytechnics became universities. So we, 



History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection) - Coggins, C e2016106 | 7 

 
 

by that time, had gained accreditation for undergraduate courses but not postgraduate. So in the early 
1990s I was given funding to have two PhD students working in waste management, another group of 
researchers were given likewise, and we were successful in then getting accreditation for postgraduate, and 
it became the University of Luton in 1993. Subsequently, after two more Vice-Chancellors it merged with 
DeMontfort College, which had taken over Bedford College of Education, and in 2004/5 it became 
University of Bedfordshire. But by then I had gone. 

 
So in 1986 we were then awarded more money, and we basically had put forward to DoE a proposal, and 
we had worked with a government laboratory. Many people, unless they were around at the time, or had 
been in mining or waste would not know of it: Warren Spring Laboratory. It was the government 
laboratory for research in minerals and waste. They were based in Stevenage, which was near to Luton, 
and in our first programme we linked with them and they did a lot of waste sorting at the sites we were 
doing questionnaire surveys. I probably forgot that earlier, as part of the programme.  So, as well as doing 
the questionnaire surveys, we were asking people what they were bringing, and Warren Spring Laboratory 
was doing detailed analysis. They were doing detailed analysis of individual loads and also waste in bulk 
sampling.   

 
So we went in with them again, and we had a project where we worked in Nottingham City but we 
worked with mainly Nottingham County Council at three civic amenity sites. The idea was that we worked 
on those sites doing questionnaire surveys and sampling for 15 months before the city introduced wheeled 
bins in those areas. Warren Spring Laboratory sampled the household waste being collected in dustbins. 
Then they introduced wheeled bins and we did another 15 months of survey work. Basically, the main aim 
was to find out what impact wheeled bins had had, and as we had suspected, but we then accessed the 
data so we could then show it loud and clear, that with wheeled bins the average weight increased by 50 
per cent which was probably lower than the capacity but the composition meant that there was more soil, 
more garden waste, more bricks, engines, all sorts of things, cardboard boxes and glass. When you think 
of, I’m not sure whether each of the areas had dustbins, but they were all objects that were either too 
heavy to put into dustbins, or even worse into plastic sacks which had been brought in in some areas, 
because you put glass in, you can’t put cardboard boxes in. Again, I suppose, it was indicative of a 
different component of consumption behaviour. 

 
In those days, if you went shopping, at the end of the shop when you went to the checkout, nearly every 
supermarket had an area set aside, sometimes even a room where you had cardboard boxes, and you could 
go and pick up a cardboard box, put your shopping in and take it home. That’s something that changed 
with the European packaging legislation in the mid-1990s but in those days it was an interesting exercise, 
and what we had found over the years was that a lot of the people using civic amenity sites were using 
them to get rid of garden waste and bulky waste - they were the dominant features. Some sites had waste 
oil tanks, some sites had a bottle bank, a can bank perhaps, a paper bank, but really the emphasis in the 
1980s, when we were working, was on get the stuff in and get it disposed of. It either went to landfill or 
went to incineration, and a very small component was recycled. It would be mainly heavy metals like 
refrigerators, washing machines, whatever. In those days the local authorities didn’t do composting so the 
garden waste went to landfill, and you might have had just a small component of paper, bottle and so on 
but not really very much. In those days virtually no local authority did a great deal of kerbside recycling. 
They might have collected paper in a trailer being towed behind the rubbish lorry but once wheeled bins 
were introduced they couldn’t have a trailer, so that meant that changes in the vehicles as a result of 
wheeled bins had a knock on effect on recycling. So that was 1986 and we did various other pieces of 
work for local authorities. 

 
LF: Let me just take you back a step then. So you’d done this innovative piece of work comparing 

usage of civic amenity sites for the Department for the Environment. Clearly the fact they asked 
you about what else needed doing meant that your work was very important and valuable: do you 
know if they changed their policy or made any adjustments following that? What do you think 
they did with the findings? 
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CC: I think it’s always very difficult to say what influence your work has. I think one of the things that came 
through loud and clear was the lack of data, and particularly the lack of composition data. In those days 
nearly all waste - and, again, back in the 1980s you’re talking about probably about 85 per cent, 90 per cent 
of waste, household waste - went to landfill. Landfill was cheap, it was widely available, there was no real 
control other than making sure that there weren’t any leakage and you had the occasional hiccup where 
waste was dumped and it led to changes in legislation. You had the occasional leak of methane but 
generally it was cheap and that’s what happened. There was no weighing, so nobody knew what was going 
into landfill sites, they didn’t know how much was going in. We obviously were interested in the data side 
and we had collected a lot of data. We were collecting whatever data that came out. I illustrated the fact 
that local authorities often weighed their dustbin one week in a year and multiplied it by 52; that was the 
state of their data. And there was an organization called, it still exists, the Chartered Institute of Public 
Finance and Accountancy and they did surveys of local authorities for waste. We became involved with 
them back in the early 1980s, and I have a very complete record of what they were doing, and it was 
evident that, if you looked at the data, it was primarily based on estimation.   

 
I think, probably, one of the big changes that we contributed to was that eventually the government 
realized it had to collect data and that meant that in the 2000s the government set up what is now called 
WasteDataFlow that every local authority has to submit detailed annual records of tonnages to, 
composition breakdown and where it all goes. Now that was a revolution, and although a lot of local 
authorities complained about it, it is now accepted as standard practice. But that wasn’t the case in the 
1980s, so that was, I think, one big change. I think the other change that we had moved away a little bit 
from by the mid-1990s was that people began to realize the amount of waste that had a value going into 
civic amenity sites. This was before the recycling revolution but I can remember there were waste disposal 
authorities in London, and because of what we were doing, we accessed their data, we visited them. Our 
intention at one stage was to try and visit all waste disposal authorities in the UK. We never achieved that 
but we did work in London, I remember doing work in Camden back in the 1980s. And other local 
authorities were seeing the value, and particularly on reuse, and certainly there was one of the London 
boroughs, which brought out a report, and what they were interested in was what they called it social, well 
I called it social cascading. They were a bit blunter, but they were saying that civic amenity sites in well-off 
areas would have equipment taken there, which was working, and could be reused. Some of it may 
perhaps only have required appliance testing by a qualified electrician, others could be repaired, and this 
started back in the 1980s in some occasional authorities. It’s now become more standard with legislation. 
 
So the germs of where we are today were beginning to appear in the 1980s. We started bidding for work 
elsewhere, and the next big step I suppose was in 1989 when the Government decided - again this is 
where not necessarily what we had done but the change in emphasis - to fund a number of recycling 
initiatives, and the first initiative was to fund Sheffield as the UK’s “First Recycling City”. The proposal 
was to introduce kerbside recycling, to get households to separate out recyclables. Sheffield was the first 
city to do this, and they wanted it monitored so they invited applications. So Luton, plus Warren Spring 
Laboratory, and another organization that we had established contact with in the Midlands, a company 
called MEL (Midland Environment Limited), they had started doing work on civic amenity sites in the 
West Midlands and the Department of the Environment said, ‘Go and see Luton, learn from what they 
are doing’. They were another group and the three groups put in a bid with Luton as the lead organizer 
and we went in against some of the big consultancies and we won. So in 1989 we had a three-year contract 
to monitor Sheffield as the First Recycling City. So this meant setting up the protocols, setting up the 
framework. We established a protocol for monitoring kerbside collection, we wrote a report, a summary 
of which was sent to every local authority as guidance in 1992/3. We did questionnaire surveys, we did 
surveys of commerce and industry, and Warren Spring Laboratory did a lot of the composition analysis, 
and out of the composition analysis they did a lot of the analysis of what was in the different components 
in terms of heavy metals, in terms of other substances. The government then funded a ‘recycling city’ in 
Scotland. We didn’t have much link with that. They funded Cardiff as a ‘recycling city’ in Wales so we did 
work in Cardiff, and they ran out of cities to fund so they funded Devon as a recycling county. So we then 
went to Devon regularly. 
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LF: Presumably each local authority had to apply? Presumably it was competitive? 
 
CC: Yes, and therefore we went to Devon and did surveys in various authorities in Devon. 
 
LF: Sorry, I just want to take you back a step. Did you have any involvement in the selection process? 
 
CC: No, no. We were basically, after Sheffield the government then, there were the politics involved like why 

focus on England, therefore Scotland and Wales had to have a parallel initiative. Then, I think they had 
money left, and therefore ‘what can we do next?’, and they thought, ‘Let’s fund a county council with 
different issues’, in the sense that Sheffield had been part of South Yorkshire, the Metropolitan Authority, 
but under Margaret Thatcher the Metropolitan Authorities were abolished so that Sheffield became an 
independent unitary authority. Cardiff was a separate local authority, one of 22 in Wales, and I’m not sure 
what the Scottish one was, I think it was Aberdeen or Dundee but we never had any contact with that. 
Devon, of course, had the county council and then all the local authorities, the collection authorities 
below it. We did surveys in Devon, in Exeter, Newton Abbott, in Kings Tamerton, and they were all 
focused on civic amenity sites and by then a bit broader in terms of asking questions about recycling and 
moving into recycling.   

 
That was the period that, by 1991/92, I was managing probably over £1 million a year with research 
consultancy. I had been given a research student and I was still going to geography conferences, and I still 
had lots of friends from university days. In the 1970s that sum of money was more than many geography 
departments had in the early 1990s, and it was a big feather in the cap for Luton. Luton had established 
itself as probably the leading academic centre in civic amenity sites, particularly, but also the broader 
context of waste data.   

 
So in that early period of the early 1990s I had research students, research assistants, we were doing 
research consultancy, writing reports for clients, doing conference papers, the occasional published paper 
but my professional view in those days was, my first commitment was to complete consultancy within 
budget and within the timescale, provide reports and seek more money. Secondly, publicizing the work 
through conferences and publications was a low priority. Because at that time the Research Assessment 
Exercise was emerging, and at Luton I went in under geography in the first two rounds and I think we 
received a commendation in the first lot and we obtained a low grade in the next. But it was because we 
didn’t have a great deal of publications and that was partly deliberate on my part that I didn’t see the need. 
I’ve never been an academic who had been in the system of publish or perish, you know, I’ve been able to 
survive without publishing. We did a lot of lectures and became involved in a lot of committees. I sat on a 
lot of committees in CIWM: I chaired waste prevention, I chaired recycling, so I was involved a lot 
nationally. Then I was asked by the Head of Department to put in a bid to get funding to run a 
postgraduate course so I did that, and I said ‘on one condition, that you employ somebody to be course 
manager because I want to continue with my research consultancy’. So that was agreed. We duly received 
the funding, the department appointed somebody to run the course, and with him and one of my research 
assistants we developed all the syllabus, recruited students and started. So it was one of the first MScs in 
waste management in the UK and that was in 1993/94. 
 
Basically, the department didn’t see through its commitment because it only gave the person a one-year 
contract and was reluctant to extend it so he left after one year, which meant that I then had to take over. 
I took over as course manager, we then it converted to an MSc, having initially been a postgraduate 
diploma. I also set up a distance learning part-time component so I was doing the teaching, administering, 
research consultancy, and supervising PhD students. At Luton I’d gone through the system: I’d been a 
Lecturer Grade 1 and Grade 2, Senior Lecturer, and then I became a Reader in Waste Management. So I 
think I may be one of the few, if not the only, Readers in waste management in the UK. When I left 
Luton I think there were only two professors in the whole place. There wasn’t a culture of appointing 
Professors in one of the newest universities, it had become the University of Luton by then. I suppose I’d 
reached a stage where I was beginning to feel I’d reached, not a brick wall, a stage where I didn’t think 
there was a great deal left for me to do in Luton. I counted out, somebody asked me once after that date, 
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and between 1983 and 1997 I reckon we had done over 30,000 user surveys at civic amenity sites. All of 
that data is still in my garage, all of the reports that we did. In those days it was nearly all typewritten, or it 
was pre-electronic, so none of the data was held electronically; it’s all hard copy.  

 
LF: Let me just stop you, before we get to 1997. Clearly Luton was in the lead as an academic 

institution in this field. Which were the other developing institutions? 
 
CC: Sunderland had developed an MSc in waste but they had virtually no accompanying track record. 

University of Central Lancashire, the same. They had an MSc in waste but Central Lancashire was perhaps 
the most different because that was run by one person, and what she did was basically invite lots of 
external speakers to talk about different aspects and her role was then to use that as a basis for teaching, 
whereas at Luton we couldn’t afford to bring in people, we had to do it all ourselves. Luton I think was 
almost unique in having the MSc, PhD students and the consultancy all in an area of waste management. 
Other universities had interests in other aspects of waste, so Sheffield has had a long interest in 
incineration and thermal technology. Places like Southampton, a long history in landfill. But none of them 
at that time had what I call a package within waste management. They were more focused on research in 
specific aspects of waste, and it was usually the engineering side of things. It was the case that when David 
[Cooper] and I used to go and meet people in the 1980s and the early 1990s, nearly all of the people that 
you met in the waste disposal area, and again this is keeping in mind that in those days you had waste 
disposal authorities and waste collection authorities. 

 
In waste disposal the people were either mechanical engineers or landfill engineers, so they all had an 
engineering background. You went to the waste collection authorities and you’d have people with a 
transport interest or an engineering interest because their main concern was operating lorries, operating 
bins. It was only after the mid-1990s that we began to see a range of other people moving in. You began 
to see geographers, economists, sociologists, moving in because after the late 1990s you began to get 
recycling officers appointed, and they didn’t need the engineering. But many of them brought other skills 
to the table. So yes, when we started meeting people in the 1980s the majority of people were mechanical 
engineers, civil engineers and that was it because it was either incineration or landfill. 

 
So, in 1997 I reached a stage where I began to see a bit of a dead end, and a job came up in Sheffield. I’d 
already worked in Sheffield for three years for Sheffield as Recycling City. My first PhD student, she took 
as her subject ‘Recycling: A Comparative Study of Recycling in Sheffield and Amsterdam’, so I used to go 
to Sheffield regularly in the 1990s and when this job came up, I applied for it and was appointed. I left 
Luton in June 1997 and moved to Sheffield. Sheffield had applied to Europe and had been awarded a 
large chunk of money to work with small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) on waste management. 
There was nobody with a background in Sheffield and I think the Department of Civil and Structural 
Engineering had the short straw and they hosted me. So I was based in the Department of Civil and 
Structural Engineering. I was there for four and a half years. 

 
LF: And just tell me your job title then? 
 
CC: I was director of the Waste Management and Technology Centre: WAMTEC. I had a manager, I had a 

computer person, I had an administrator, and I had a gofer, somebody who used to work in the office at 
Sheffield City Council, and I took one my PhD students with me. I was based in the Department of Civil 
and Structural Engineering, I never did any lectures in the department. I knew the people in the 
Incineration Department because of the work with Sheffield, and I had links with them. I started doing an 
annual lecture for their MSc course in Chemical Process Engineering. I must have started that in about 
1998/99, and I’ve been back every year since to do it, so I go back every year to do more or less the final 
lecture in their MSc course. The idea for WAMTEC was to work with small and medium-sized businesses 
in South Yorkshire and Humberside, and the main aim was to promote resource efficiency, resource 
choice, to promote better waste management and to promote new business development in waste. We 
worked with small companies, we worked with all sorts of other agencies, like Business Link, like the 
Environment Agency, various other groups, formal groups, informal groups in South Yorkshire, Humber. 
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I used to go do lectures, go and meet with businesses, and everything we did was free of charge for 
businesses. So in 1997 really I switched from civic amenity sites, recycling and household waste to 
commercial waste. So we worked on things like waste exchanges, which was before their time. 

 
LF: Tell me what waste exchanges are? 
 
CC: I think in a sense it’s something that is typical of many engineering courses and many engineers. The 

mind-set of an engineer is always to use high quality materials. And the simple example that one used to 
quote, and was able to quote, is that if you have an engineer involved in anything, and they are working 
with an architect, and they have a building, the engineer will specify high quality raw materials for the 
building. If they have a car park they will specify high quality primary raw materials, whereas one can argue 
that depending on what the facility is, and what you want to use the raw materials for, you don’t need 
primary raw materials for something that doesn’t need high structural strength. And now we are finding 
that, obviously, more and more people are beginning to use secondary raw materials, secondary aggregate. 
In those days engineers wouldn’t touch it because they didn’t fit their specification of what they had been 
brought up with. So with the Cement and Concrete Centre, I worked with them and we managed to get 
some big grants from the Waste and Resources Action Programme looking at the use of waste glass in 
cement and concrete. Everybody had said it was impossible because it would affect the structural strength 
of buildings but what they found was that by proper treatment and relevant use, so interior structures not 
exposed to rain, not exposed to high variations in temperature, it was fine. So glass began to be used and 
Sheffield was at the heart of some of these developments, architects started requiring the use of waste 
glass as structural features where there wasn’t any need for high structural strength.   

 
So we worked with them on that project, and then one of the other areas, because we’d been working with 
different groups, we started working with tyres, not working ourselves but working with groups involved 
with tyres. Historically, tyres have been burnt in incinerators or they’d been dumped. Back in the early 
2000s there were loads of illegal dumps of tyres around the country. Old quarries, old airfield sites, you 
name it. There were horror stories of warehouses that were basically leased, filled with tyres, hand[ed] the 
lease over and walk[ed] away - the people who did it were never found. They posed big dangers, they 
could catch fire, there have been numerous examples; one near Doncaster, it closed the M1 for several 
days because of the smoke; in North Wales it caused problems and atmospheric pollution. Burning the 
tyres without any proper groundwork means that the residue leaches into waterworks. So, in that period, I 
sat on a range of committees that were tasked with finding solutions to tyres: the Environment Agency, 
the Environment Industries Council, and we were working with interested bodies in South Yorkshire. 
One of the people we worked with was a company that was keen to develop pyrolysis, in other words, 
putting tyres into furnaces in the absence of oxygen so the tyre would disintegrate and you would be left 
with a char, a solid char, possibly a fluid, a substance called limonene and the wire from tyre. A tyre, its 
strength is partly due to steel fibres that go around the tyre and are embedded in the tyre tread. That’s 
what gives the tyres their strength. And sometimes if you have a bad puncture then you can sometimes see 
the steel wire. And using pyrolysis then you can get the steel fibre and all you need to do is effectively 
brush the carbon off it in the end and you have wire. The Cement and Concrete Centre became very 
interested in that because in cement, and concrete in particular, if you see a new building going up you 
have rebar, which is the reinforced bar, coiled. Basically, that is the structural member that they put the 
wood around and pour the concrete in. That is what most people think of, the use of steel as a structural 
reinforcement. But what you also get is, for things like manhole covers, tunnel, the interior of tunnel 
ceilings, they used Spraycrete and they put the concrete with a spray and they put small pieces of steel 
wire. These pieces of steel wire about the thickness of the tip of that pen, and about that long. 

 
To buy that, to use that steel, this is back in the early 2000s, was about £1,000 a tonne. So what the people 
in the Cement and Concrete Centre were interested in was ‘can we get the steel fibres from tyres?’ Just 
before I left in 2001, we obtained a big grant from the Department of Trade and Industry, and in getting it 
we also received the accompanying information and we were ranked the first of all the bids that had gone 
into that technology bid that year. Sheffield started doing a lot of detailed work, they’ve gone on and 
they’ve had more grants, more work in Europe. They’ve really now solved how you get the steel fibres 
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out, and normally if you shred tyres you have stuff almost like a brillo pad, all the stuff you can use to 
clean BBQs. Now that is no use at all because the tyre has been shredded. But if you can get the steel out 
whole in strips, all you have to do then is clean the carbon off and cut it. They’ve worked with companies 
in Italy to develop and improve that, and there are now areas in South Yorkshire where there are stretches 
of road which have that sort of steel fibre in it, so they have gone on from strength to strength. I still keep 
links with them, I’ve never had any formal association with them but I still, if I come across anything on 
that sort of subject, I’ll send it to them. 

 
So that was Sheffield 1997 to 2001. We obtained three grants from Europe, one of them looking at 
remanufacturing in 1999, which again was before its time but we worked on it. 

 
LF: Tell me more about that. 
 
CC: Well, this was basically the idea that, it was beginning to emerge that at the end of life of things like 

refrigerators, televisions, vehicles, all sorts of domestic and industrial goods, then invariably you might 
have had repair during a lifetime of use. But once they reach the so-called end of their life they tend to get 
thrown away. So even with things like, take a computer, it’s the easiest example. It reaches the end of its 
life, what happens? Basically, it will get destroyed. In the past probably the hard disk would be taken out. 
I’ve just had my computer changed, and they said that everything is taken out of the computer, the shell 
that is left goes for metal recycling, the hard disks are all crushed with hammers so they can’t be reused, 
and that’s it. Effectively, the shell if it’s made of metal will be recycled, the shell if it’s plastic may not have 
been recycled, and increasingly now with electrical goods, electronic goods, a range of precious metals are 
recycled. You have computer screens, keyboards, anything. They may contain gold, palladium, all sorts of 
precious metals in very minor quantities but, again, to give you an idea, and it goes back to the story I’ve 
been trying to tell, if you take gold, in gold mining in South Africa, these days you can get something like 
5g from a tonne of ore. If you process a tonne of electrical equipment, electrical electronic equipment you 
can get 100g. If you process a tonne of mobile telephones you can get 280g of gold out of it, so there’s 
gold in the waste.   

 
If you take some of the early development in small computers, the Sinclairs and the ZXs, there’s more 
gold in those machines than in modern computers, and you know the joke being that if you talk to some 
people, if you have one of those in the loft, keep it because it will eventually be worth a lot of money 
purely for the gold that’s in there. So that’s been the historic side of things, and it’s still a very big 
component. But the emergence of remanufacturing, which we did some work on when I was at Sheffield, 
it’s become more and more important, in that since 2008 and the new Waste Framework Directive, waste 
prevention is at the top of the waste hierarchy. Reuse is at the top, followed by preparing the reuse, and 
that means taking an old machine and either repairing it, replacing it, putting some parts in it. I can 
remember when I was at Luton, we did some work with Sony. They had a site in Buckinghamshire, it was 
one of these converted barns on a farm. We went to see them and I did some work for them, and this 
would have been in 1995/96, and they were taking in old photocopiers from all over the world. They were 
taking them to this site in Buckinghamshire, they were taking everything out of the box, cleaning the box, 
and they were then replacing all the operational parts with up-to-date parts. So basically, they were 
remanufacturing it, using all the up-to-date machinery. As time has gone on they would replace the 
mechanical with digital, and whatever. But it was remanufacturing, it was basically taking it apart and going 
back to square one. 
 
That is what remanufacturing is all about, and increasingly you’ll find that companies like JCB, they sell 
but more often they lease their diggers and their plant equipment and when they’ve reached the end of a 
contract they go back to JCB and they remanufacture it and are sold as new. If you look at many of these, 
probably more so on the industrial side of things, consumers are less, probably more fussy in terms of 
buying remanufactured products but there are markets, so with things like computers a lot of 
remanufacturing of computers in the UK means that the computers are exported to third world countries 
because they’re a lot cheaper, the same with mobile phones. A concept that emerged when I was in 
Sheffield a bit after that, people talked about repurposing, and you think, ‘What does repurposing mean?’ 
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What people who I was involved with in Sheffield started doing, when that mobile phone reaches the end 
of its life, what can you do with it? They said, ‘Well, there are objects in the house like this. You think of a 
television remote control.’ So that’s when they started thinking, ‘Can we use the mobile phone as a 
remote?’ So I think things like remanufacturing, repurposing have become more important because they’re 
at the top end of the waste hierarchy and all moving away from the bottom, which is landfill. 

 
At that time there was a variety of initiatives around the country which started setting up waste exchanges, 
basically bringing people together: ‘What do you produce in waste?’, and then someone else who might 
see a potential niche in terms of using that in place of primary, raw materials. So that was Sheffield. In the 
summer of 2001 there were no more grants, I went as far as I could in the university and I saw, I think 
about number three in the hierarchy and he said, ‘Waste is not in the mission statement of this university.’ 
There was a new, as with many universities these days and then, the department in Sheffield operated on a 
five-year Head of Department cycle, so the Head was changing that summer. I had a meeting with the 
then existing, his predecessor, Head of the Cement and Concrete Centre whom I’d worked with, and the 
person who was to be the new Head. I met with them and the offer I was given was, ‘I can keep you on 
until Christmas but none of your staff, and I’d expect you to pay me back at Christmas by any money you 
earn, and you become self-sustaining afterwards.’ So it wasn’t much of a deal. So I worked hard to get all 
of my people employed. I had direct links with a consultancy in South Wales, which I had done work for, 
and my manager was Welsh, although he lived in, still lives in Liverpool. I said, ‘I’ll arrange for you to go 
and [see] them, and see whether they can suggest anything.’ So he went to see them, spent an afternoon 
with them, and they offered him a job. I was able to do that, and then the others I managed to help and I 
said, ‘Fine, I will now move back to Luton.’ So in the autumn of 2001, I moved back home, I’d never 
moved to be away. When I obtained the job in Sheffield my wife was teaching, our daughter was doing 
A-levels and our son was doing GCSEs, so there was no interest in moving. We looked at buying 
something and it was hardly worth it. So for four and a half years I lived in a small bed and breakfast in 
Sheffield, used to go up Monday or Tuesday, come back Friday - in four and a half years I spent one 
Friday evening and one Sunday evening because of conference commitments and that was the only time I 
spent at weekends in Sheffield.   

 
So I came back from Sheffield, the other reason why I came back was that in 1999, that’s when my wife 
was first diagnosed with a neuro-endocrine tumour, and she took early retirement and retired in 2000 [she 
sadly died unexpectedly two days after this interview]. So that was another reason to work from home. So, 
since 2001, I’ve worked on my own, done a lot of work on my own and a lot of work as a subcontractor 
with other consultancies. Since 2001 I’ve dabbled in all sorts of aspects but I suppose, increasingly, I have 
been involved more and more in what I call technology options for dealing with waste. I’ve done no 
questionnaire surveys because, of course, as I’ve no access to a team. I’ve advised on questionnaire design, 
I’ve advised on reports, draft reports but increasingly I’ve been involved in technologies for dealing with 
waste. Historically, if you mention technologies for dealing with waste they would be incineration or 
landfill. Landfill I’ve not done that much on but I have done a lot of work on incineration, and my interest 
in that is promoting incineration with combined heat and power, not just producing electricity, as a valid 
option in waste management. In that, yes, we can prevent as much waste as possible, yes we can recycle, 
but all of the work that I see indicates that there are physical limits to recycling. Those may be practical, 
they may be economic; they may be environmental. 

 
At the one extreme, you have environmental groups saying, ‘We should be recycling 70 to 75 per cent.’ 
Wales and Scotland have taken that on board. They now have, they are planning towards recycling targets 
of household waste of 70 to 75 per cent by 2025. I still think that is perhaps idealistic. In England, the 
only target we have is the one set down from Europe and that is 50 per cent by 2020. I suppose, from that 
side, my argument, my view is that there is still going to be, even if you get to 75 per cent, what are you 
going to do with the 25 per cent? Increasingly, landfill is less and less of an option, so my view is energy-
from-waste. That can be conventional incineration but making sure that you harness the heat, so 
combined heat and power, and increasingly with all of the energy from waste then I argue that waste can 
provide a source of electricity: it can provide heating, it can provide cooling, which is becoming 
increasingly important with big malls, warehouses, shopping complexes, you name it, and fuels. So I have 
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done a lot of lectures in the last ten years in which I have argued that you have technologies for dealing 
with source-segregated waste, which means anaerobic digestion where you can produce a digestate, but 
you can also produce methane, which could be used in place of natural gas. You have conventional 
incineration and you also have new technologies like pyrolysis, gasification, plasma arc, and so on. 

 
That’s the area that I’ve probably done more in. I’ve done consultancy, I do my own research, I still 
probably on average, do about ten invited lectures a year. I, as with many people, I’ll get circulars for 
conferences inviting me to submit abstracts, forget it. All of the lectures that I’ve given in the last five 
years have been by invitation, so these are on MSc courses. I do lectures at Sheffield, one lecture at 
Sheffield each year. I’ve been doing two lectures a year for the University of Surrey, I’ve done ones in 
Cranfield. I still do external examining for PhDs, so I still keep my academic links in. Probably I’ll do a 
PhD external examination once in two years on average since I’ve left Sheffield. So I still have a 
reputation and a status to do that, and an acceptability. I have one in Sheffield in September. Then there 
are conferences like CIWEM (Chartered Institution of Water and Environmental Management), and 
probably on average about ten a year. I still do the occasional, what I call ‘lighter ones’ for university of 
the third age, U3A. David (Cooper), whom I mentioned, he retired in 1996 and he’s kept an interest and 
he’s still secretary of the Bedfordshire Geographical Association so I do the occasional lecture to Sixth 
Form pupils in the Bedfordshire Geographical Association. 

 
From 2003 to 2010 I was a member of Defra’s [Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs] 
New Technologies Demonstrator Programme committee, and this was a £30 million programme to fund 
technologies new to the UK to process biodegradable municipal waste, so it doesn’t have to be new, it 
could be operating somewhere else. On that committee we established the guidelines, we set the 
procedures in place, we interviewed, we evaluated bids, we interviewed and then I was on the 
subcommittee, which monitored these all the way through. So a spin off from that was access to what 
technologies were emerging and also how you get a technology accepted, implemented. This is where I’ve 
dealt with a whole series of people, you know, euphemistically I sometimes call them the mad inventors. 
They might be brilliant individuals but they have no idea how to put a bid together, they have no idea of 
how to sell something in the real world. Over the years I’ve had links with a number of these types of 
people where I’ve used my knowledge from that programme to say, ‘Well, this is what we need to put in. 
These are the types of questions that local authorities are going to ask, that investors are going to ask’. 
You know, I’ve never earned any money from that, I’ve had lots of links with venture capitalists and 
meetings, and they say, ‘Oh yes, we’ll come back to you.’ So for these things I usually say, ‘Well, I’ll chat 
for an hour but I’m not going to give you any more of my intellectual capital.’ So yes, in that sense the 
early years of being on my own were very good. I run as a company called WAMTEC, which stands for 
Waste Management and Technologies, which again links with Sheffield. 

 
I sought advice when I started working on my own, met up with somebody who had been made 
redundant from a waste company and he said, ‘Well, this is what I do, blah, blah, blah. You need a good 
accountant, so I went to his accountant and I’ve been with his accountant ever since’. So the accountant 
does all my books. I didn’t register with Companies House because I didn’t see the need, I’m a sole trader, 
working on my own. The early years were very good. You may know that if you operate your own 
business then if you reach a particular threshold then you have to register for VAT [Valued-added Tax, a 
business tax]. I breached that threshold within a year of leaving Sheffield working on my own, so I had to 
register for VAT and then for about eight or nine years I had to fill in my VAT quarterly accounts and 
submit these. Mostly it was acting, as people say, if you’re a small company most of the time you’re acting 
as a tax collector for HMRC [HM Revenue & Customs] so there were occasional times I’d get a refund 
but most of the time it was me paying the VAT I was earning on my consultancy. That links in again with 
when I was at Luton: in 1986 I secured this contract to run the Nottingham project, and at that time 
Luton was classified as an education establishment and teaching has never been part of the VAT net. But 
because I was doing consultancy, one of my partners put in a claim, which included VAT so luckily I went 
to DoE and explained and they said, ‘Okay, we’ll give you the money, we’ll supplement your contract for 
you to pay them.’ But I then took the bull by its horns and I went to the local VAT office and as a result 
Luton College of Higher Education set up a shell company, and I fell within that so I was able to claim 
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and pay VAT. For the college it was good because any surplus VAT they kept, and it was the same in 
Sheffield. The university had a shell company, which I went under for the VAT side of things and the 
same thing.   

 
LF: And what are you doing now, consultancy wise? What’s the current piece of work? 
 
CC: At the moment I only have one piece of consultancy and that’s working with a European project that is 

run out of the University of Aachen in Germany and they are working on processing waste to produce a 
high quality refuse-derived fuel with a high biogenic content. So it links in with my technology side of 
things, it links in with my broader background because I’m the only person from the UK that is part of 
that team. One of my roles has been to provide literature about what is happening in the UK. To give you 
an example, the partners at the moment are University of Aachen, University of Barcelona, University of 
Naples, and some people in the Czech Republic. Now the Czech Republic does not really have much of a 
waste strategy so one of the things I’ve been doing is advising on what you need to produce a waste 
strategy - you have waste strategies, below that you have policies, and below that you have delivery and 
monitoring, and trying to explain that you need to make sure in terminology that they are different. A 
strategy might be to recycle 75 per cent, a policy is putting in a recycling scheme with bins, with particular 
literature and so on, and then delivery is actually ensuring that what is happening on the ground is what 
you think is happening. 

 
LF: Do you think the Czech Republic is typical of Central and Eastern European countries? 
 
CC: Yes, which is why in many European grants the idea is that you’re expected to have a range of partners, 

and one of the reasons in something like waste management but it applies in other subject areas as well, is 
that good practice from developed countries can be passed into the system. 

 
LF: And which do you think are the best practice countries? Which are the countries in the lead? 
 
CC: Well again, it’s going back to questions I’ve discussed earlier; if you look at waste management in 

Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland, they all have very high recycling rates and very high energy-from-
waste outputs. If you go to Switzerland, they’ll say, ‘It’s 49 per cent recycling, 51 per cent energy-from-
waste’. ‘No landfill?’ ‘Oh, any landfill we send to Germany’ [laughs]. So, you know, there’s cynicism out 
there but one of the arguments is that if you look at the data and the statistics and what’s being done in 
those countries, high recycling rates can co-exist with high levels of energy-from-waste, which is what I try 
and argue. A lot of the time the thing I have said is, ‘how do you get the public to accept that?’, because 
you know you get the opposition to incineration straight away. 

 
LF: And the opposition argument is what? 
 
CC: It’s very often based on rhetoric. In a number of my lectures I have slides where I talk about the NIMBY 

syndrome. You know you have ‘Not In My Back Yard’ (NIMBY), you have NOTE, ‘Not Over There 
Either’, and there’s a whole lot of others, basically quotes that ‘you can have your opinions but you 
shouldn’t have your own facts.’ In other words, any decision should be based on established science: facts 
and not myths. Therefore, with things like incineration then one of the things that will be raised nearly 
every time is emissions and dioxins. In terms of reality that was the case in the early 1990s but with the 
introduction of legislation from Europe and implementation in the UK, in 1996 when the legislation came 
into force, over 30 of the older incinerators in the UK were closed. They were the dirtiest, they emitted 
large amounts of dioxins, and they were too unsound to do anything with. Sheffield, Nottingham, 
Birmingham were all retrofitted to meet the new emission controls, and if you look at emissions since 
then, back in the early 1990s, 80 per cent of dioxins may have come from incinerators, that figure is less 
than 1 per cent, less than 0.5 per cent; it’s the same in Germany, the same in the USA, the same in the 
Netherlands. So the technology is there and the technology, the management and the regulators, you have 
those in place, and that’s it. That is where good practice can be exported to these other countries: that you 
need to have the technology, the state of the art, you need to have the management, and you need to have 
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the regulations and enforcement, and if you have those, then fine. 
 

In terms of the UK, you have a mix in the sense that there’s no UK waste strategy. We have four waste 
strategies: England, Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales. In England, increasingly, time and time again 
it’s been in Materials Recycling World, which comes out every Friday and arrives on my doorstep on a 
Saturday or Monday. Increasingly, in the UK you have a contrast between Wales, Wales now has a 
recycling rate of household waste of 54 per cent. In England it has reached 44 per cent and it is now flat, 
and nobody seems to be doing much to change it. I go to meetings, I’ll talk about it; I’ll raise it in my 
lectures in response to questions. You have, effectively, a mess. You have a strategy, which is how to 
manage waste better but policies, you have a mix. You now have Defra as the lead department, and 
unfortunately farming and rural affairs probably dominates the agenda. Last year Defra came out and said, 
‘We’re not going to do much on waste anymore. Leave it to business, leave it to the sector’. Again, more 
recently you have people arguing that waste should be moved to a business department because waste 
should then be seen as a resource for business. But when you talk about energy you have DECC 
(Department of Energy and Climate Change). And DECC’s interest is energy, electricity, heating, cooling, 
renewables, and that’s where again, energy from waste is a renewable.   

 
LF: So it crossed departmental boundaries and no single body is taking responsibility, is that…? 
 
CC: I think it’s like some of the early discussions, that when it was incineration or landfill it was simple, it was 

an engineering solution. Some people ask me at times, ‘what’s my background’, and I say I’m a 
geographer. ‘Ah, that explains it’, because what I think has become increasingly important is that waste 
management is very much an interdisciplinary subject. You need the engineers, mechanical or civil, you 
need the recyclers, which again is engineering, particularly; you need the sociologists to get behaviour 
change, and you need the economists, but where are they and how do they fit together? So I think it’s the 
subtleties of talking about the waste industry, and waste management as an interdisciplinary subject, and 
that’s where I think people say, well perhaps with my geography background I think interdisciplinarily all 
the time rather than in a silo - it’s the usual logic that you find, or comments you find talked about in a 
variety of quarters. In local authorities a lot of people are talking about sustainable cities, about modern 
cities, but the problem is a lot of decision-making in local authorities is done in silos. It’s the same in 
business. You can have silos, you have the product design, you have the marketing, but very often they 
will work independently and very often there will be conflict within the different organizations.   

 
LF: I want to come back to this great disparity between England and Wales. I don’t know how it is in 

Scotland and Northern Ireland but clearly in England with a population, what is it, 83 per cent of 
the UK population, and the issue that you’ve just talked about regarding the governmental 
boundaries, what might be done? What would be your solutions? 

 
CC: Well, I think just to emphasize the contrast in Wales, there are 21 local authorities. They are all unitary 

authorities, in other words for waste they’re concerned with collection and disposal. In England you have 
370-odd local authorities, just over 100 of those are unitary. The rest are county council and collection 
authorities so therefore you’re going to have a county council and each waste collection authority will do 
its own thing underneath it. And, to give you a classic example of what could be done, Devon, I think it 
was Devon, announced last week that they’ve seen their recycling rates increase. One of the reasons is that 
all of the local authorities in Devon now have the same collection system. That is one factor. Another 
example in reality, in Luton we have a 240-litre wheeled bin for residual waste collected weekly. We have a 
240-litre bin for garden waste, which is collected every other week. We have a 140-litre bin for mixed 
recyclables, and a box for glass. So we have the residual waste that is collected weekly and then alternate 
weeks would be the recycling and the garden waste. In Newcastle-under-Lyme they have nine separate 
containers. One argument is why not get everybody to have the same system, the same number of bins, 
the same size of bins, the same colour of bins and the same advice.   

 
LF: Because, of course, when people move across local authority boundaries… 
 



History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection) - Coggins, C e2016106 | 17 

 
 

CC: The run of the mill figure that I quote, and again it’s in the literature is that household mobility in the UK 
is 10 per cent. In other words, 10 per cent of households change their premises, and when they move 
house very often it’s a guess as to what they move into. They might move in and find the bins are there. 
They might move and find the box, which might have been used for the glass has disappeared. I operate a 
different system. Because I worked in Sheffield, and Sheffield was the first to introduce boxes for 
recycling, I have two of the original boxes which are quite large boxes, and they’re in the garage and I put 
all the glass in there. When those two boxes are full I’ll go to the bottle bank. So I don’t put my box for 
glass bottles and jars, I don’t put that out on the kerbside. But one of the things that I argued strongly 
when the government introduced household information packs, HIPs [Home Information Packs], I said, 
‘Why don’t you make sure that the household information pack should have a statement of what the waste 
collection system is and where the nearest civic amenity site is?’ It was never taken up. I can go back 20 
years and I was arguing then that the local authority should work with estate agents to do the same. 

 
LF: You said earlier that a more uniform collection policy might be useful, and consumers, 

householders might know what’s going on if the system was straightforward. Do you think 
there’s any chance of that happening? 

 
CC: No. I think it’s cost, I think it’s local politics. You know the fact that if you, it’s also opposition, you have, 

I think households would say, ‘We’ve got used to it’, and I don’t know, but certainly a uniform collection 
system is one way. I think there are strands of that beginning to appear, like the county council I 
mentioned. The other issue that we have is a tremendous variety in size of local authorities in England. 
You have London, you have Birmingham and then you have small, rural waste collection authorities, so 
size is a barrier. Up until a couple of years ago we had another scale in the waste strategy, which I think 
helped, and that was a regional scale because, at the end of the day, if you’re looking at infrastructure for 
waste, and infrastructure can mean facilities for handling recyclables, for processing recyclables, energy-
from-waste facilities, you probably are not going to have these in every local authority. You’re going to 
have them located so as they can receive materials from a range of local authorities. But the current 
government, in its wisdom, and I think incorrectly, decided to abolish regional bodies, regional waste 
bodies. I think that means we are missing out on that issue.   

 
In Wales they have kept a certain amount of informal groupings of authorities so to give you an example, 
they’re building a new energy from waste facility in Cardiff. Now that will take waste from Cardiff and 
local authorities in Southeast Wales, so it is a regional facility, not a specific local authority facility. I think 
the scale of infrastructure and the uniformity of household collections are major barriers and it’s probably 
seen as political dynamite because of the cost, the disruption. At the same time it would mean a large 
amount of plastics that would be available for recycling if they could be collected back. But the regional 
scale, and I think the other one, the other issue that is now beginning to be recognized is that elsewhere in 
Europe there’s a much better recognition that waste is waste, therefore why make an artificial demarcation 
between household waste and commercial waste if they’re the same? In other words, if you take 
household waste, you can think, ‘Well, I produce cardboard, I produce glass bottles and jars, I produce 
food waste.’ Restaurants do all of that, hotels do it, and yet the commercial sector goes into one pathway. 
Usually the commercial premises will have a contract with a waste company whereas with household 
waste it’s the local authority’s public service. I think, increasingly, there’s a realization that one needs to 
manage the sectors together, particularly for those materials that are of a similar nature. That is what 
happens in other countries like Germany and the Netherlands, and it’s beginning to happen in the UK, 
and particularly, again as a result of funding historically, public infrastructure funding in the UK has been 
dominated by the PFI, Private Finance Initiative. 

 
 So, hospitals, schools, big infrastructure and waste facilities have been funded. But two years ago, two and 

a half years ago, the government decided that was it, no more public money from government to fund 
waste facilities. So what you are now seeing is the emergence of what are called merchant plants. The best 
example is the incinerator near Heathrow, and Colnbrook. If you go on the M4 or the M25, where the M4 
and the M25 cross, it’s in that junction and if you fly eastwards into Heathrow or westwards out, you’ll fly 
over it. That was built as a merchant site. The company, Grundon, a family firm, decided to build it and 
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then sought contracts to put the waste into it. Viridor were keen to join, so it’s now a 50/50 plant but it 
gets its waste from local authorities and from the commercial sector. Waste burns, doesn’t matter where it 
comes from, and I think the same is happening with other infrastructure facilities so anaerobic digestion 
plants are taking food waste from local authority collections, from supermarkets, from restaurants, hotels. 
In other words, it’s the components of the waste that is important. 

 
I suppose that goes back full circle to when I started doing waste composition work back in the 1980s in 
the sense that the difference is that, in a block of offices or in a university the waste may be available in a 
particular component. It may be available in larger quantities, more homogenous and less contaminated. 
In the context of scale and operation, Imperial College London is probably still one of the foremost 
academic institutions to take waste seriously as an issue because they introduced a biological processing 
unit, which sits in what you’d think of as equivalent to a container that you see on the back of a lorry or a 
train. That is in the centre of Imperial College. All of the food waste from the cafes and the restaurants 
goes there, it’s about a tonne a week, and it’s processed. It’s dewatered, it’s turned in a processing unit, it’s 
mixed with a certain amount of additive at the end and you get compost. And that compost is then used 
on flower bed areas in Imperial College so you have a circular economy within the university. It’s 
something that I think businesses are beginning to recognize, that the waste they generate can be a 
resource. 

 
Again, in the context of my interest in combined heat and power, the food industry, the food producing 
the food processing industry, take potatoes, when we think of the food processing industry we think we 
go to Iceland a buy a bag of frozen chips. Now those chips come from potatoes, those potatoes have 
been dug out of the ground, go to a factory, they are washed, cleaned, peeled and cut into chips. The 
waste that is there can be a resource. And a report came out a few years ago from Europe that said the 
food industry, the food processing industry, whether it’s jam or butter or cheese, or whatever, the waste in 
those industries could generate 20 per cent of that business’ energy in terms of electricity, heating and 
cooling. It’s a case of internalizing the decision-making. We were talking to some extent about things like 
that when I was in Sheffield but really it’s all now become much more high profile, buzz words and 
everything else. In some respects I look back and think, yes, we did that. I’ve been at various meetings and 
people say, ‘Oh, nobody’s done work on that,’ and I say, ‘Yes, it’s been done but it isn’t available on 
Google unfortunately.’ 

 
LF: So you see some of the fruits of your work developing but in a sense you were ahead of your time, 

doing work that’s now being recognized… 
 
CC: Yes, but I was not alone. There are people that I still have contact with, and some of them are still around 

who were around in the 1980s. A lot of people were battling against the system and some of them have 
now seen the fruits of their labour in the same way that I’ve seen them. 

 
LF: If you were to look forward, Chris, say 30 years, if you were to predict the future, how do you 

think things might look? I mean given that in London alone the population is expected to 
increase to 10 million by 2031. 

 
CC: Again, it’s like everything else, it’s probably going to be incremental change. It’s probably going to be 

more recognition of the resource value of waste. Now this is in the collection of our energy, you know, 
the last week’s events in Syria, in Iraq, have already caused spikes in oil prices. People are going to have to 
recognize, and again in one of my most recent slide presentations, after the title slide the second slide was 
‘when, not if, the lights go out’. Government has warned about that, OFGEM [Office of Gas and 
Electricity Markets] has warned about that. That’s one of the issues - that there will be spikes that will lead 
to changes. Some of those spikes will be unexpected, certainly in oil I think the Middle East Spring when 
Tunisia first went and then the other countries in North Africa went, then that caused a major change in 
the oil industry because up until then the oil industry had been dominated by the multinational companies 
and OPEC and that was it. But after the Middle East Spring, then basically what you began to find was 
that two markets appeared for oil: one was the solid market where you traded in oil, but also there was a 
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paper market. Oil became traded on the futures far more than in the past. So you had a paper market and 
an oil market, and I think these are things that occur as a result of shocks.   

 
Fukushima was another one that caused major changes. Within weeks of Fukushima, Germany 
announced it would close all its nuclear power stations by 2025. Now that will take a chunk of energy out 
of the German system. What are they going to do to replace it? Probably a component in that solution will 
be energy from waste. Things like the precious metals, gold is South African. If you take some of the 
other precious metals that you find in a computer, they are dominated by China. China’s only has to stop, 
put controls over exports; that is what has worried Japan. Japan has probably gone far further than any 
other country to set up recycling schemes for waste electrical equipment because they are so reliant on 
China and, of course, there has been the political friction between the two countries. These things that 
happen on a global scale, the issue of global spikes, I think that will be a factor that influences change. At 
government level, I think waste is one of those subjects which has been a football between political 
parties. There needs to be consensus if we’re going to get anywhere, but, of course, that is very difficult 
when you’re talking about the diametrically-opposed parties. You have, I suppose, the extreme in 30 years’ 
time: will the European Union [EU] exist? Will the UK be part of it? That has major implications. 

 
LF: What do you think, more immediately then, might be the implications for the UK if we were to 

leave the EU? 
 
CC: My personal view would be I wouldn’t like it to happen, I think it’s much better to be part of the Union 

and work within rather than outside. You know the one issue, one argument that people would raise is 
that we would not have to abide by European directives and yet it’s been European directives that have so 
far been probably the most important factor in changing waste policies. The incineration directives I’ve 
mentioned, the Waste Framework Directive, and the emphasis on prevention, reuse, recycling, 
composting, all the other associated environmental directives, all of which are underpinned by the primacy 
of human health and the environment. Will any national government do the same? Will it become a 
political football of major changes every five years? Will the UK continue to exist as the UK?   

 
LF: So leaving aside that last question, improvements in the industry have really been driven by EU 

policy, they’ve been beneficial to the UK? 
 
CC: Yes, and I suppose one of the main UK policy responses to meet the higher level of strategies has been 

the introduction of the Landfill Tax. That has probably been the single most important policy in the UK, 
if not Europe. 

 
LF: Say a little more about that. 
 
CC: The Landfill Tax was introduced in 1996 by John Gummer and the aim was, in economic jargon, to 

internalize the externalities. In other words, landfill was deemed to have various detrimental impacts on 
the environment, such as methane leachate explosions, and by introducing a landfill tax you could try and 
get companies to consider alternatives. When that tax was introduced, we were landfilling 85 per cent of 
household waste. The Landfill Tax, it was something like £7 a tonne. That was a landfill tax added to a 
typical gate fee, probably of about £10 to £15. The government then decided it would introduce an 
escalator so that the tax went up by £1 a year and then ‘X’ years ago they introduced the escalator, which 
would be £8 a tonne. The escalator, the Landfill Tax on the 1 April this year went up to £84. The gate fee 
average is about £20. Therefore, if you look at it in 20 years, the gate fee has gone from £12 to £15, to 
£20; the tax has gone from £7 to £84. That is regarded by most in the industry as being the major stick 
because it has forced authorities to change, it has forced companies to change, and it’s been underpinned 
by everything being weighed so everybody knows the transparency of the transactions.   

 
LF: So innovation has been forced really by increasing taxation? 
 
CC: Yes, and that means companies have been forced to find alternatives, which means generating less waste.  
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Local authorities have been forced to change by introducing recycling to divert waste from landfill, and in 
both cases, technology providers have been looking to anaerobic digestion. Anaerobic digestion was first 
used in the 1900s based on sewerage collection. The first example that I’ve found or noticed is that 
anaerobic digestion using sewerage sludge was used as electricity for street lamps in Exeter in the early 
1900s. Today there are well over 400 anaerobic digestion plants located at the sewerage plants. The 
number of anaerobic digestion plants using food waste is about 120. There’s been a rapid growth in the 
last four years but still far less than the sewerage, which gains another strand about what could happen is 
that sewerage works take waste water, they process it to produce clean water, and they’re left with a 
sewerage digested. Historically, that might have been spread on land but nobody wants that anymore, so 
increasingly it was burnt, it was dried and burnt in an incinerator, although now it’s recognized, why not 
use it in anaerobic digestion? One of the strands that might occur in the future is those two sectors 
moving together. You mention London, there are loads of sewerage works in London, which could be the 
locations for anaerobic digestion plants to receive food waste. But will it happen? It depends.     

 
There was a big report on the sewerage industry and I think they did some questionnaire surveys and 
focus groups and so on, and the general view was that the water industry is seen as a public service 
whereas the waste industry is seen as a profit-making. Something that has been discussed, I’ve raised it, is 
should waste be the fourth utility? We have electricity, gas, water. Why not have waste as the fourth? 
Politics: would local authorities want to lose control of their waste? We did it with water. Electricity and 
gas have been around a lot longer but at the same time it’s a case that waste as a utility might fit into this, 
looking at it from a household waste and commercial waste perspective, looking at it from a merchant 
facility with private finance. There are all these things that could occur, it’s a question of whether anybody 
will have the power and the strength and the commitment to do it. In the current government how many 
Secretaries of State have there been for the environment? How many Waste Ministers have there been? 
We have not had continuity. We have this departmental friction, I suppose the biggest fly in the ointment 
is Mr Pickles because he’d like to see weekly collections of everything, but economically, environmentally, 
it’s a non-starter. And yet are they going to move Pickles to become supremo for the next election 
manifesto? So it’s inertia, it’s the cost, it’s whatever. As you mentioned yourself, with 20, nearly 30, million 
people living in England, 370-odd local authorities, it’s a big task to change.   

 
A bit like a super tanker. You try and turn a super tanker, you need half a mile to move it just a little bit 
and therefore your 30-year horizon. We’ve seen major changes but the major changes have been the result 
of major policy instruments. There was an article in a magazine that I liaised with the author about last 
week, about the flat-lining of waste in England. Margaret Thatcher, in 1990, set a target to recycle 25 per 
cent of household waste by 2000. We reached 9 per cent. Government decided to introduce mandatory 
weight targets. What did local authorities do? They started collecting garden waste. So garden waste now 
accounts for over 40 per cent of the recycling figure that recycling authorities in England quote. But the 
government then decided to withdraw that mandatory figure. So you’ve had the fuss last month when 
Birmingham announced it was going to charge for the collection of garden waste. Legally, they’re perfectly 
entitled to. In Luton it’s free-of-charge but, as I pointed out to this author, in Luton and other local 
authorities, they stop collecting garden waste at the end of November and start again in March. Now even 
in a cold winter people still generate garden waste, so if they fill their brown bin between November and 
March, where are they going to put the garden waste, which would have counted as recycling? They’re 
going to put it in the black bin probably because there’s plenty of room in the black bin. 

 
LF: You’re right of course. A more unified, sensible, more uniform, strategy across local authorities 

would be excellent. 
 
CC: Yes. 
 
LF: I want to thank you for an absolutely fascinating interview. You’ve achieved a great deal and you 

have all this knowledge and expertise. 
 
CC: Thank you. 
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LF: And I’d love to see more of that put into practice. 
 
CC: [Laughs] I’ve tried to weave in different bits and it’s a case that I suppose these days I often say that I still 

like doing my lectures because I think I can impart some of these different things, and particularly when it 
comes to question and answer sessions, and talking to people informally. I think one of the biggest 
problems we have with the younger generation is an unfortunate one in that a lot of the main literature 
from the 1960s through to the 1990s is not accessible to that generation because it was not electronic. The 
number of times I’ve talked to people and they say, ‘Well nothing’s been done on this,’ and I say, ‘Well, it 
has been.’ 

 
I mentioned Warren Spring Laboratory. That was one of the biggest mistakes that I think the government 
ever made, but again it was Michael Heseltine deciding that, basically, the value of the land where it was 
based in Stevenage was worth far more selling it to a pharmaceutical company than maintaining that 
expertise. But that expertise that had been built up over a long time on minerals, mineral resources, 
sorting, waste composition, chemical analyses, and everything else; all of that was lost because none of it 
was electronic. Apart from, I think I know one person who has almost a complete set of reports and he 
was Director of the Resources Section at the time when it was closed, he took everything with him. I have 
a selection and I’ve had scanned a couple of the key ones, but it’s a loss of information. 

 
LF: It sounds as if there’s a bit of work there to be done by an archivist. Thank you very much, 

indeed, absolutely fantastic. 
 
 

[END OF TRANSCRIPT] 
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