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Cooper, Jeff: transcript of an audio interview (19-Jun-2014)* 
 
 

Biography: Mr Jeff Cooper MSc (b. 1949) became Waste Recycling Coordinator at 
the Greater London Council in 1982. He was subsequently appointed Waste Planner 
for the London Waste Regulation Authority (LWRA) where he also represented the 
International Solid Waste Association (ISWA) Recycling Working Group as its Vice-
Chair. He joined the newly formed Environment Agency in 1996 on a project for the 
development of regulations for packaging waste. He was elected Junior Vice President 
of the Chartered Institution of Wastes Management (CIWM) in 2004, and served as 
President from 2007 to 2008. From 2009 he worked as an independent consultant and 
journalist. 

 

 
 
LF: Lynda Finn 
 
JC: Jeff Cooper 
 
--------- 
 
LF: Jeff, can you tell me your full name? 
 
JC: It’s Jeffrey Charles Cooper. 
 
LF: And your year of birth? 
 
JC: 1949. 
 
LF: Where you were born? 
 
JC: I was born in Hampton, in what was then Middlesex. 
 
LF: And your employment status? 
 
JC: My current employment status is that of a consultant in environmental management. 
 
LF: Your parents’ occupation? 
 
JC: My father was a legal executive. My mother did very little actual paid work until the time that my parents 

moved into a shop down in Portslade. That was mainly because she wanted to work, she felt that just 
having children and taking care of children was unfulfilling and so they agreed that she would manage the 
shop. 

 
LF: You grew up then down in Portslade? 
 
JC: My early years were in Hampton, then at the age of about six we moved down to Portslade, yes.   
 

                                                           
* Interview conducted by Ms Lynda Finn, for the History of Modern Biomedicine Research Group, 19 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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LF: Tell me a bit about your childhood in Portslade. 
 
JC: Well, it was quite a conventional childhood. At that time, of course, there were very few vehicles around, 

mainly it involved myself together with my two younger sisters and lots of friends getting into hijinks 
around and about the local area. So it was all very localized. I used to go, when I was a bit older, for quite 
long walks up across the [South] Downs in particular because that was reasonably close and it’s a nice 
open space, and it’s very nice to walk in. 

 
LF: And your schooling? 
 
JC: Well, I went to a local primary school, a local junior school and then we moved to Hanglton and then I 

passed the 11+ and went to Hove Grammar School for Boys, the Windmill School as it is now. I had 
quite a good education there apart from one minor disruption when I was demoted from the first class to 
the B class for a period of two terms after the first term, which was a bit disruptive. But I got back into 
the first stream after that, after the examinations at the end of the first year. So that was good.   

 
LF: What do you think had caused the demotion? Was it exam results? 
 
JC: No, it wasn’t exam results. It was a personality clash between myself and the English teacher, for what 

reason I can’t really fathom but it had occurred, and I think some of the other teachers were actually quite 
disappointed that this had occurred. As I say, it was rectified two terms later when I got back into the first 
stream. So apart from that, everything went swimmingly: took O-levels at the end of the fourth year, took 
more O-levels at the end of the fifth year and even did a couple of extra O-levels as well, so I ended up 
with 12 O-levels, which unfortunately is not as good as Stephanie, my wife, because she’s got 13 O-levels. 
I didn’t do quite so well either at A-level as Stephanie in that she’s got two As and a B whereas I’ve got 
two Bs and an E. But nevertheless I got to where I wanted to go, which was the London School of 
Economics [LSE] to read Geography. That was my main interest at school actually, geography, and I was 
very pleased that I did that, although, strangely, my results in history were much better - I got a distinction 
in the scholarship paper, which of course was something that you did at that time, whereas I didn’t get 
classifications as far as the next level in geography was concerned. That was because my geography 
teacher was very traditional, and at that time there was a transition and obviously the teacher hadn’t 
caught up with where things were actually progressing as far as mainstream geography was concerned at 
university level. 

 
LF: Tell me a bit about your geography degree and what you subsequently decided to do career-wise.   
 
JC: Well, it was quite interesting. My geography degree was eclectic in that we had to do certain subjects in the 

first year but then in the second and third years I did a very broad spectrum of social and economic 
geography. I did a lot of courses, more courses than I strictly needed to, but actually that was par for the 
course as far as I was concerned because I’ve always been very interested in a wide spectrum of things 
generally. That went very well, so I got an upper second there, and I got a grant for a one-year MSc 
course, again at LSE, which I did. It was actually on planning, that’s what I got the grant for, but in fact I 
switched to an MSc in geography again, which went reasonably well. Then, at the end of that year, I 
decided that I had two options: either to get a job at the then Department of the Environment, or 
alternatively to go into academic research. In fact, I did manage to get a job at the Department, and they 
found it very strange that I wanted to go to Manchester but I think at that time I was thinking that things 
might be better in Manchester than they would be staying in London, but I then decided to go on to do a 
teacher training course specializing in Further Education. I did that down at Garnet College for a year, and 
then at the end of that year I managed to get a job doing research at what was then Kingston Polytechnic. 

 
LF: Before we go on to Kingston, let’s just get some dates. So this would be the early 1970s, is that 

right?   
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JC: So, I graduated in 1970, MSc in 1971, and the teacher qualification came in 1972. I went to Kingston 
Polytechnic in September 1972. I did two years of research on looking at urban expansion in southwest 
London, and then, during the course of the second year, a job was advertised at Kingston in the 
Department of Geography, mainly because somebody was moving on, and at that time people were just 
replaced. I managed to get that job and I had eight years of teaching geography and resource science. A 
resource science course was introduced as a new course at Kingston and that increasingly grabbed my 
interest, which is where one of the students undertook an interesting project, for which he got a very good 
grade, dealing with the planning of waste management in Greater London. I decided that, actually, the 
thing that was missing from it was a consideration of the role of recycling. So I did a bit of research on 
that, produced a couple of publications and then, spookily, one evening when I was with some colleagues 
in a pub, who were in the Socialist Environment and Resources Association, and one of my colleagues 
who happened to be working at the GLC [Greater London Council, now the Greater London Authority] 
said, ‘You might be interested in this, Jeff,’ and it was an internal job circular asking for applications for 
the role of Waste Recycling Coordinator. Knowing my interest in this area, the guy had brought it along to 
this meeting. 

 
On the basis of that, and my colleague’s assurance that Grade D was a good grade in terms of salary, I 
decided that I would apply for this job, which was quite a surprise to people because when I put down, as 
an external candidate, that I got this internal information as my source, they were quite amazed by that, 
considering that they’d advertised in New Scientist, The Guardian and various other places, no doubt at vast 
expense. Anyway, the interview I had to say was one of the most appalling interviews I’ve ever had, in that 
the Chair of the interview panel asked not a single question, paid no attention to me whatsoever, it was 
left to the other two to ask the questions. One of those other two happened to be John Ferguson – my 
first meeting with John Ferguson. Anyway, as it turned out, and much to my surprise, I was actually 
offered the job and decided to take it, but being in an academic position, this meant a long transition 
because I’d missed the relevant deadline. I was offered the job in something like June of 1982 but it wasn’t 
until I’d managed to negotiate an early exit from Kingston that I started in December 1982, I had agreed 
that I would go into the GLC a couple of half days a week in order to, as it were, acquaint myself with 
what was required, what was going on. I found also that my lecturing was virtually the whole year 
compressed into two months, October and November, to allow me to exit, and for Kingston Polytechnic 
to benefit from my presence there so it was a bit of a fraught time, particularly because I immediately left 
Kingston with something like 500 essays that needed marking - plus the fact that Stephanie had decided 
that our flat needed to be comprehensively re-engineered over the Christmas holiday period. So I found 
myself in a very responsible job but tightly constrained in terms of my time and activities once I’d actually 
taken it on. 

 
Anyway, I was there in the GLC, and then after about a year Stephanie got a job at the ILEA (Inner 
London Education Authority). She’d previously been working at Hackney College so it meant that both of 
us were working at County Hall, which was actually quite nice but a bit fraught, particularly on cold winter 
mornings walking to work because going across the old Charing Cross bridge with an easterly wind, it was 
bitingly cold and poor old Stephanie really felt very perturbed at how cold it was. In fact, at that time, 
outside the Nationwide Building Society there was a combined thermometer and clock, and sometimes we 
were walking down there, and of course you’ve got the London ‘heat island effect’, well that was obviously 
not working. Obviously that wasn’t working in the depths of winter with these easterly winds and 
sometimes you’d be going there and it would be -2 or -3 degrees, and with a biting wind, of course, it felt 
like -10. Nevertheless, it was nice to be able to walk together and occasionally meet up for lunch and so 
on, although I have to say that Stephanie was quite often having lunch with my colleagues rather than with 
me because I was actually going elsewhere. 

 
LF: I want to hear a little about that job. 
 
JC: Well, that job was a strange job in some ways. What I was supposed to do and what I was doing was 

trying to re-engineer the waste disposal operations of the GLC towards encouraging more recycling. I was 
also supposed to work with the London boroughs. The London boroughs, some of them were obviously 
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keen to work with the GLC, but there were a lot of political divisions, so Labour boroughs were very keen 
to work with the GLC but Conservative ones weren’t. At that time you had Conservative or Labour, it 
was very easy actually to draw the political map of London. Anyway, that job… 

 
LF: Just let me take you back to that point about the political division across the boroughs. It sounds 

as if you’re saying that their political allegiance overrode any commitment to sensible 
environmental factors. Is that right? 

 
JC: Not necessarily. What happened was that there were various boroughs, which were very keen on recycling, 

and some of those were actually Conservative, and there were other boroughs that were less keen on 
recycling but prepared to work with the GLC in order to provide services. We ended up, therefore, with 
the London Borough of Richmond being the first borough to appoint a recycling officer about a year after 
I took up my appointment. I worked very closely with a chap called Peter Mansfield in the Borough of 
Richmond. He was obviously working for what was a Conservative administration, and I was working for 
the GLC, which was Labour controlled. We worked very closely together but there was the development 
of a collection scheme for glass, which meant that the GLC itself provided bottle banks in certain London 
boroughs, and those boroughs were predominantly, but not exclusively, Labour boroughs in the east of 
London. We had tried to provide a London-wide service but we started actually in the east of London. I 
was working internally within the GLC to ensure that things like at our civic amenity sites, as they were 
then called, there was provision for separation or segregation of waste within those. That was our main 
interface with the public. I was quite successful with that, and there were several people appointed 
specifically in the area offices, as we called them, in East London, South London and West London in 
order to ensure that that was done. We did develop a couple of other initiatives, including an education 
facility in the London Borough of Barnet, at Hendon, where we had a very large area, and we were trying 
to encourage groups of schoolchildren to go into this facility, but it never worked very well because there 
wasn’t a huge amount of interest in recycling at that time, except by people like Friends of the Earth. I 
didn’t actually do very much work with Friends of the Earth because, being a member of SERA (Socialist 
Environment and Resources Association), at the time I was Chair of SERA, it was actually quite difficult 
for me, and, philosophically, I didn’t agree with quite a lot of the things that they wanted, which was no 
development of energy recovery facilities through incineration. I thought that, although recycling was 
extremely important, we needed, still, to deal with any other waste that could come through, and there 
would be a lot of that coming through.  

 
LF: Just say a little more about the ideological differences with Friends of the Earth? What were they 

in favour of? 
 
JC: Well, Friends of the Earth were very much in favour of things like reuse systems for beverage containers, 

hence the emblematic dumping of some single-trip glass bottles outside the headquarters of Schweppes, 
which you know I had some sympathy with, but actually if you look at it in environmental terms, it’s only 
when you get a very high return rate for refillable containers that it makes both economic and 
environmental sense to carry on doing that. Quite often, if you just insist upon having a refillable 
container system, you can get yourself into all sorts of problems. For example, in Germany at the moment 
you have shops that are forced to stock a large number of refillable glass containers on their shelves 
because of regulatory requirements although the actual demand for those is very limited. I found myself in 
a situation where I thought, you’ve got to have some technological changes, you’ve got to have new ways 
of packaging products through plastics and through composite containers, for example, which have their 
own environmental advantages. 

 
One of the interesting things is, because of my position, and also because I set up the Local Authority 
Recycling Advisory Committee (LARAC) with the encouragement of my colleagues at GLC, both political 
level and officer level, which still exists, I found myself actually going to lots of meetings and having quite 
considerable influence as far as promulgating my views, which fortunately coincided with the views of 
most of my colleagues who were also dealing with recycling in other parts of the country. So it was a very 
good time, actually, but with Friends of the Earth in particular, they were against incineration. They were 
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against incineration because they thought there were all sorts of problems associated with dioxins. Well, 
dioxins are an issue but actually dioxins, as time has gone on, have been reduced and reduced as far as 
incineration is concerned. You get more dioxins coming out of exhaust pipes of cars and from other 
sources now so the contribution from incineration is very, very limited, and fortunately it seems that the 
public has now accepted that energy recovery through incineration is actually one of the ways in which we 
can better manage our waste. So, within the GLC then, I was developing these initiatives, we were 
working with the boroughs, and our success if you look at it from a point of view of the proportion of 
waste that was being recycled actually wasn’t that great, but that was mainly because central government 
wasn’t that interested in it and there wasn’t really a mainstream move towards recycling. There wasn’t 
separation-at-source like we find in households now, so we ended up having quite low proportions but 
you’ve got to start somewhere and, as I say, certainly I think we had a very considerable influence in terms 
of changing the attitudes in local authorities, and changing the attitudes of waste managers towards 
considering the development of recycling and separation of waste. 

 
LF: I just want to explore that a bit with you, Jeff.  You said earlier you did work with colleagues in 

other parts of the country. To what extent do you think the GLC was leading the way and which 
were the other advanced local authorities in this area? 

 
JC: Certainly, I think the GLC was leading the way but there were other authorities that were very interested.  

The early LARAC influences included a chap called Geoff Wright who was based in Leeds, and there was 
Judith Pamphillion who was based in Lancashire - both, as it happens, Labour-controlled authorities.  
Then we had a number of people from both Conservative-controlled and Labour-controlled authorities in 
various parts of the country, but it was very patchy to begin with. As time went on, and certainly by the 
time that I’d left the GLC and started work with the LWRA, it was beginning to be accepted that you 
ought to have a recycling officer in your authority; whether that be at the upper tier, the waste disposal 
authority; or the lower tiers, the waste collection authorities. Recycling was beginning to become 
mainstream but that was after four years, and the GLC was obviously abolished in 1986, but my work 
continued and my work with LARAC and various other organizations still continued under the auspices, 
then, of the LWRA. It was the only London-wide authority that had any remit for waste, as the waste 
disposal operations were actually either on the basis of the statutory authorities of which there were four, 
or… 

 
LF: Just tell me what those were? 
 
JC: The North London Waste Authority, East London Waste Authority, West London Waste Authority, and 

the sort of odd one is the Western Riverside Waste Authority; so four statutory authorities, then four joint 
authorities and then some individual boroughs doing their own thing. Bexley, for example, initially did its 
own thing and worked very closely with Kent County Council. Nevertheless, there was still in existence a 
London Recycling Forum, which brought together representatives, not only officers but also politicians as 
well to co-ordinate our activities as far as recycling is concerned, and to promote best practice wherever 
possible. So there was a higher degree of continuity in that the civic amenity sites placed more and more 
emphasis on separation of waste, and there were more facilities provided to householders for segregation 
of waste as well. Having started at the GLC, the work still continued after its abolition so that was, I think, 
a really good outcome from the work that we’d put in during those four years. 

 
LF: Jeff, we’ve got you now at the LWRA, the GLC has been abolished, and we’re in about 1986: tell 

me about your work now. 
 
JC: Well, my work with the LWRA started really where I’d left off at the GLC. In other words, what I was 

doing was encouraging the development of recycling through the London boroughs, through the Waste 
Disposal Authorities and so on, but it was very much to do with promotion of those ideas and no 
operational involvement whatsoever. After a couple of years I was appointed as the Waste Planner for 
London because there was a requirement that a waste plan was produced and that responsibility was given 
to the LWRA. It was odd in some ways in that the LWRA didn’t have any statutory responsibility for any 



History of Modern Biomedicine Interviews (Digital Collection) - Cooper, J e2016107 | 7 

 
 

form of waste operation apart from undertaking the collection of certain hazardous waste from 
households - a responsibility that was ultimately transferred to the City of London on behalf of most of 
the London boroughs who make a small financial contribution to that corporation, even today. However, 
on the LWRA board, we did have members from each of the London boroughs. Initially, and again this 
was in the context of the political perspectives, to start with we had a Conservative majority and hence the 
Chair of the LWRA came from the Conservative side, actually somebody from Bromley. Then 
subsequently, we had a dramatic change in terms of the political map of London and we ended up with a 
Labour majority, and hence the Chair then came from the Labour side and that was a representative from 
Hackney, so it was very much chalk and cheese.   

 
My job was to steer this London Waste Plan through the political quagmire, and try to get what I thought 
was a good mix, at that time, between recycling, energy recovery, and landfill. Within recycling, I included 
composting so what we were doing was trying to get a balanced approach to waste management but it 
required the agreement of the various political parties. In particular, the most contentious issue, was the 
proposal for the further development of incineration capacity, as it were, going back to the plan that the 
GLC had first proposed when it was formed, which was for a ring of incinerators around London. Well, 
what had happened was that in the period where the LWRA existed (1986-1996), and just prior to that, we 
had actually gone back to considering that incineration with energy recovery ought to be our preferred 
option, rather than the interim solution, which was taking waste out by long-distance train transport to 
outlying landfill sites, including to Oxfordshire, Buckinghamshire and Bedfordshire. We therefore 
proposed the development of a large incinerator in Bexley, and the reason was that the site was available 
and most of the waste would actually be delivered via the river system. Now we were proposing that as an 
alternative to transferring that waste by barge down to Essex, and also to the site at Rainham, which was 
in the London Borough of Havering; so it was a replacement for those. Ultimately, but it was 15 years 
later, we actually managed to achieve that. I say we managed to achieve that, I mean it was thanks again to 
political agreements that that particular facility did get developed. 

 
In the meantime we’d actually had the building of the so-called South East London Combined Heat and 
Power plant, which was a misnomer because it was only producing electricity to begin with. It’s only in the 
last year that it’s actually been producing some district heating, as you’ve probably heard from other 
sources. My job, therefore, was to get this London Plan through, which I managed to do a few weeks 
before the LWRA itself was abolished, this was in 1996, in favour of having a national Environment 
Agency. This was something that the Conservatives had fought against at central government level for a 
long period of time, but ultimately John Major had decided that it was a good idea and had announced it 
as one of his bright ideas, and away we went. It was basically a takeover by the National Rivers Authority 
of the Waste Regulation Authority functions that were operated at a county level normally, and the LWRA 
was the largest by far of any of these Waste Regulation Authorities that we had in the country. 

 
LF: What do you think was the political driver behind that? 
 
JC: I think it was a recognition that although there had been, as a result of earlier initiatives, a split between 

the operational aspects of waste disposal and the regulatory aspects - in fact they were so close together, I 
mean literally working often in the same room - that there was often the concern that if you didn’t have an 
actual functional split that your regulatory function could be compromised by operational necessities. One 
can see that quite readily, I mean the model that we had for London I think showed very clearly that it was 
good to have this separation because there were instances where things had occurred with particular waste 
treatment facilities, both composting facilities and even the Edmonton Incineration Plant, where you had 
to step in and stop the practices that were going on there. That was, I think, the logic that persuaded the 
government to have a national body looking after waste regulation rather than these very small, local 
bodies. 

 
LF: Tell me more about the practices at the Edmonton plant? 
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JC: Well, the practices at the Edmonton plant included things like the operation of a composting facility that 
had gone anaerobic, and for a long time there was a major dispute as to whether the smell that was 
emanating was actually from the sewerage treatment facilities operated by Thames Water, or whether it 
was actually this composting facility, but ultimately it was pinned on the composting facility. They’d had 
an operational problem in that their compost turner had broken down, and instead of doing something in 
terms of hiring in equipment or getting a front loader shovel to turn the waste, it had just been left to sit 
there, and, as I say, had then gone anaerobic and smelt pretty awful. So there was that kind of thing, plus 
some problems associated with taking in wastes that were thought to be inappropriate in regulatory terms, 
i.e. some waste that had come in from Germany, where, in fact, they were being burnt at Edmonton 
because it was cheaper to send them all the way across from Germany and burn them here rather than get 
the incineration facilities in Germany to deal with them. It was those kinds of issues that we had which the 
LWRA was able to step in and able to try and control. 

 
We then moved towards having this national body, and it was effectively a takeover by the National Rivers 
Authority so we ended up with a head office that was based in Bristol, although, interestingly, the London 
head office was actually the former LWRA buildings at Hampton House on Embankment, where you got 
an excellent view of the Houses of Parliament across the river. The unfortunate thing was that many of 
the senior staff at the LWRA retired, or all retired soon after so we therefore ended up with very few 
people who actually worked at the head office. As it happened, I was working there, but only by accident 
in that I was dealing with a strange aspect of waste management that nobody else had the expertise to deal 
with within the part of the Department of the Environment that actually went into the Environment 
Agency – there were 16 people who came from what was called the Waste Technical Division that went 
into the Environment Agency. I was somebody from the LWRA but I still ended up in head office 
because I was dealing with extended producer responsibility, something that I became interested in when I 
attended some workshops at the OECD, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 
and at the European Commission. So I had a background in that, and at that time there was discussion 
about the introduction of regulations covering packaging, and although extended producer responsibility 
was not part of the European Directive, I had had a lot of experience with regard to packaging-related 
issues, which nobody else had done. So I found myself dealing with that issue on behalf of the 
Environment Agency and continued to do so with a number of other extended producer responsibility 
regimes, which followed on from packaging. These included things like waste electrical and electronic 
equipment, end of life vehicles, and batteries. We’d also had some discussion when I was at the 
Environment Agency in my last years there about having extended producer responsibility for plastic films 
from agriculture as well, but that was never introduced. We only ever introduced the ones that we were 
required to by the European Union. 

 
There were still obviously a high degree of recycling-related initiatives associated with all of those 
Directives, so, as far as my career in waste is concerned, it’s really been to do with recycling, which is very 
unusual. I came into this industry promoting recycling, and I actually left it promoting recycling, but now I 
find myself in a situation where most of the work that I do, apart from a heck of a lot of voluntary work, 
and of course my work in journalism, I’m actually dealing with renewable energy from waste. So, if you 
like, I’ve gone back a step but I don’t regard it as really going back a step, I regard it as an appropriate 
solution to dealing with the residual waste and actually better than incineration: we’re actually turning it 
into a range of fuels that can be substituted for fossil fuels.   

 
LF: Let’s take you on a bit in your career. Just to anchor this, which year did you move from the 

LWRA? 
 
JC: I went from the LWRA into the Environment Agency in 1996 when the Waste Regulation Authorities 

were subsumed into the Environment Agency. 
 
LF: And what were you officially called when you went to the Environment Agency? What was your 

job title? 
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JC: Well, it’s really difficult to know what my job title was, actually, because I immediately started working on 
a project to set up the regulatory framework for the administration of the packaging waste regulations 
under the packaging waste Directive. It meant, therefore, that I was working under the manager for the 
south-western region of the Environment Agency, who happened to be a woman, the only woman 
regional manager. She was very good. So I was working under her, but working on this project, which was 
a head office project to establish the regulatory and administrative requirements, as far as the Agency was 
concerned, to deal with the issue of extended producer responsibility. Because the legislation that was set 
up, the Agency had recognized that this packaging Directive was in the wings, and would need to be 
implemented by the British government, so responsibility was given to the Environment Agency to do the 
regulatory work on it. Also SEPA, the Scottish Environment Protection Agency, and the Northern 
Ireland Department of the Environment as well, that’s how it was split. We looked after England and 
Wales, because it was the Environment Agency for England and Wales, a separate agency for Scotland 
under that same piece of legislation that set us up, and then there was Northern Ireland, which has always 
been a bit of a strange beast in terms of its political setup. 

 
LF: Now I know during this time, and subsequently, you’ve done a lot of international work and 

you’ve also been involved heavily with the professional bodies. 
 
JC: Yes. 
 
LF: So tell me a bit about that. 
 
JC: So one of the things that I did when I was working at the LWRA, and I was asked by the CIWM to act as 

their representative for the Recycling Working Group of the ISWA. I attended the inaugural meeting in 
Berlin in 1989, which was quite an exciting time because the Berlin Wall had just been demolished, so I 
was there at that time and actually went along to see the remains of the Wall, and was being offered 
chunks of concrete for several Deutschmarks. Actually, I got one very small piece of concrete for free 
because there was masses of it obviously lying about. That was in the summer of 1989, and as it happened 
there were about six people there from different countries. The Chair of that Committee had already been 
decided on, a chap called Niels Jørn Hahn from Denmark, and then there were several other Scandinavian 
representatives, a Spanish representative and a UK representative. Well, when it came to deciding who 
should be the Vice-Chair of this particular Group, the Spaniard didn’t want to take it on, and it was felt 
inappropriate that there should be another Scandinavian representative, so I ended up being the Vice-
Chair. From that, I then progressed within the ISWA, with the support of the CIWM, so I became the 
Chair of that Working Group in the 1990s but only comparatively briefly, because in the year 2000 I was 
asked to take on the responsibility of being the Chair of the Scientific and Technical Committee. So in the 
year 2000, which actually was quite momentous in the context of where we are now, France was hosting 
the World Cup and we were over there for the ISWA congress, a nice coincidence for anybody who 
happened to have tickets. 

 
LF: And were you one of those people? 
 
JC: No, unfortunately not, but nevertheless my interest in football is actually quite limited. So, I was 

appointed as the Chair of the Scientific and Technical Committee, and I fulfilled that function for eight 
years. Then, in 2008, at the ISWA congress in Singapore, I was appointed as the Vice President of the 
ISWA, and became President in 2010 at the congress in Hamburg, and I finally relinquished my 
presidency at the congress in Florence in 2012.  In the meantime, as President, of course, I’d attended lots 
of functions and gone to lots of places in order to promote both the ISWA and better practice in waste 
management. But, if we step back in 2007, I became the President of the CIWM having been three years 
before that voted in as the Junior Vice President, which was actually quite a fraught situation - I’d been 
asked to stand as the candidate for the Junior Vice Presidency, although in fact, the local centre, London 
and Sothern Counties centre had put forward a nomination for another candidate. At that time, I was a 
member of the General Council, but wasn’t that involved with the London and southern counties. I was 
obviously doing a lot of this international work through ISWA, and quite a lot of national work as well 
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with the CIWM, but I did stand, and, as it happens, the other candidate withdrew so I automatically then 
became the Junior Vice President and then ultimately the President. That was a great honour and I 
thoroughly enjoyed the opportunities that I had during that year, between 2007 and 2008, as President of 
the CIWM. 

 
LF: What do you think the role, both the international role and the British role, enabled you to 

achieve? Clearly it’s a great honour and a tribute I’m sure to all the work you’ve done. What do 
you think you were able to achieve specifically in those roles? 

 
JC: Well, let’s split it between CIWM and ISWA. With regard to CIWM, one of the things that I did in my 

presidency, and it doesn’t seem now particularly important but at that time we had a week-long annual 
conference and exhibition down at Torquay, well specifically in Paignton. In the meantime, a competing 
exhibition at the NEC, National Exhibition Centre at Birmingham had grown. Now, I had attended this 
particular exhibition at the National Exhibition Centre for a number of years. Initially it focused on, if you 
like, the heavy end of waste reclamation, in other words it was looking at large pieces of equipment for 
chopping up metal and crushing cars so it was very much steel and non-ferrous oriented in the initial days 
when I went there in the 1980s, and it only occurred once every three or four years. Then it broadened its 
scope, and there was a lot more paper, and then it broadened its scope further so that there were things 
like bins for recycling, and so on, that were there. In that way, it began to compete with the exhibition 
down in Torquay. The great advantage that they had in Birmingham was its location, very centrally 
located, good connections including the international connections through Birmingham Airport. As time 
went on, so the frequency of the exhibition there increased so it became an annual event like our CIWM 
annual event down at Paignton. In the end we took the decision, and during my presidency, to change 
from Paignton to the Excel Centre in London, and we ran that exhibition at the Excel Centre for two 
years. Now that was actually, for the first years after I was President, but the decision had been taken 
during my presidency to make that move. Although you’ve got the two exhibitions now combined, it was 
actually very important to make that move, that transition, to show that the CIWM could organize its own 
exhibition, and it was a good location with lots of international connections and good national 
connections. Although, unfortunately on the first run of the event we were stymied to some extent by a 
tube strike. From a position of strength, having that exhibition meant that when it came to combining at 
the one event, which takes place in September up in Birmingham, the CIWM could actually negotiate 
good terms for its merging with this other event. So that was one thing, if you like, more internal as far 
as… 

 
LF: A unifying feature of the industry? 
 
JC: Well, a unifying feature of the industry, and making it much more international as well. One of the things 

that I was very keen on is that there was more of an international focus to the work of the CIWM than 
there had previously been. That, I think, is something that has continued after I finished as President. 
There’s always a constant split between the people within the CIWM who say, ‘Ah, well, we shouldn’t be 
supporting the ISWA to the extent that we do because what’s the advantage for our members?’, but 
actually there’s a huge advantage for the members of because they benefit from the knowledge and 
expertise of their colleagues in other parts of the world, and quite often there are a lot of links that have 
been established between the active members of the ISWA working in the UK with colleagues abroad so 
we have a very active and very vibrant United Kingdom Committee. I call it the United Kingdom 
Committee but actually it’s a British Isles Committee because it also takes in Ireland, as Ireland is actually 
a member of the CIWM and hence they are linked into the ISWA as the CIWM is the national member 
for ISWA. 

 
There’s a huge amount of networking and linkage that occurs, I think to mutual benefit. We’ve always had 
a good presence of UK people on the Board and the Scientific and Technical Committee of ISWA. It’s 
again a mark of the respect and influence that the Brits have despite the fact that we may not be as 
advanced as some other countries in terms of getting rid of landfill as some of those countries have done. 
Well, they haven’t got rid of landfill because you can’t get rid of landfill, and we’ve just come back from a 
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two-day session in Brussels where we’ve been discussing these issues. Again, it’s been quite significant that 
the British presence there was quite high in terms of both number, but even more in its contribution to 
the debates on the waste-related matters that we were discussing.   

 
LF: Which are the other leading countries? 
 
JC: Well, it depends where you want to place your emphasis. I mean, certainly as far as the regulation and 

administration of waste is concerned there’s a lot of influence that the Germans have, particularly on 
European Union policy. I think they’re incredibly influential. As far as the best countries are concerned, I 
think you’ve got to look to, say, the Netherlands and Sweden; for me, it’s always good to have an 
opportunity of discussing the issues with colleagues from those countries. In particular, I’ve organized 
several visits to this country, to London for colleagues from overseas, particularly Swedish colleagues, 
perhaps coincident with football matches but nevertheless they’re very keen to see our new, very large, 
incineration plant, the one that’s just outside of London at Colnbrook near Heathrow, and the Belvedere 
incinerator, in particular, partly because both those plants are incredibly efficient and they’re very large as 
well, which is in contrast to the size of facilities that you get in Sweden itself. 

 
LF: Where is Belvedere? 
 
JC: Belvedere’s in Bexley so close to the river. As I said earlier on it has been receiving most of its waste via 

the river. 
 
LF: So Sweden and the Netherlands are ahead of the game, ahead of many other countries. What do 

you think are the issues, are there any issues, around density of population? 
 
JC: One of the significant issues in terms of density of population, and this came through very clearly from 

our discussions in Brussels recently, is that one of the major problems that we face is that at a local level if 
you look at densely populated areas, there’s an absence of waste management facilities. There’s also a 
problem in both fitting in collection facilities for segregated waste, and also, quite often, education. Inner 
city areas tend to have a much more transient population, but one of the things that we were discussing is 
the fact that there is a trend now to having incineration plants that are located outside of the main urban 
centres. Whereas, if you look at it from the point of view of renewable energy supplies, what we ought to 
be doing is making sure that we have our energy recovery facilities from waste located very firmly in the 
centre of towns. Now, as it happens, one of the first things that I was interested in was converting 
Battersea Power Station to be a large incineration facility for London, and frankly I still think it would 
have been a better option than leaving it derelict for 30 years, and then deciding that it was going to be 
used for housing. I still don’t know what the main old plant is going to be used for, but it’s probably going 
to be some sort of theme park, I would have thought. You know, the fact that it’s been left there for so 
long means that it’s going to take a lot of work and effort to remedy the defects that it’s now got. Anyway, 
irrespective of that, if you think about even things like solar energy, wind power, and so on, you can get a 
certain amount of solar energy from buildings in the centre, wind power very unlikely because you can 
have a few aero-generators on tops of buildings, but actually nothing substantial. If you want both heat 
and electricity from renewable resources, it’s probably best to locate your incineration plant at the centre 
of densely populated areas. 

 
At a national level, if you look at this issue of population density, the Netherlands is very densely 
populated comparable to certain parts of England. There are bits of Sweden that are densely populated, 
but we’re only talking about three main cities, basically Copenhagen, Malmo, and the other one, I don’t 
[recall] which is further north than Malmo which I’ve visited on several occasions… uh, begins with G. 

 
LF: Gothenburg? 
 
JC: Yes, Gothenburg, as they call it in Sweden, yes. 
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LF: But not Copenhagen, it not being in Sweden. 
 
JC: Not being in Sweden, no. But of course it is now very closely linked to Sweden so that a huge number of 

people who live in Sweden actually go across to Copenhagen to work every day. Indeed the new Chair of 
the ISWA Working Group on waste minimization and recycling works for the city of Copenhagen but 
actually is a Swede, but then he’s married a Dane and they now live in Copenhagen.   

 
LF: I want to ask you a little, before we finish, just take me to the point in your career that you are at 

now because you would have retired formally not too long ago. 
 
JC: Well, it’s difficult to know. I think people in waste tend not to retire, so where I am now is acting as an 

overseas correspondent for Letsrecycle.com, which is an online newsletter, so I do a lot of reports for 
them whenever I go overseas. I am the editor of the Waste and Resource Management journal for the 
Institution of Civil Engineers, that’s a voluntary activity. I’m the contributing editor to Croner’s 
Environment Magazine, which I’ve done now for over 20 years, and I’m still active there. I do articles for 
CIWM and for the ISWA so I’m still active as far as doing a lot of writing, reviewing papers that come 
from those sources as well. But my main activity, as I mentioned earlier, is to try to find the feedstock for 
this proposed facility that will be based in Thurrock, in the old Coryton oil refinery plant: the British 
Airways Solena Fuels jet fuel facility. So that’s a combination of new technology, plasma arc gasification to 
produce predominantly carbon monoxide and hydrogen, and then to recombine those gases to produce 
three fuels by means of the Fischer–Tropsch process. That was the process that effectively kept the 
Luftwaffe flying in the Second World War, it turned coal or lignite into a liquid fuel via gasification. But 
what we’re doing is using waste as the feedstock, using a new technology, and then recombining the gases 
to produce these three fuels, jet fuel, which is basically a substitute for kerosene, biodiesel, which can be 
used by road vehicles, and bio naphtha, and naphtha can be used as an ingredient in petrol. So it’s a very 
exciting project, and provided that we can get all the pieces together, including the finance, and the final 
permitting of the site, we should be operational in 2017 and feeding a lot of the residual waste from the 
London area into that facility to make productive use of that residual waste - waste that is left over after 
you’ve done the maximum amount of recycling that you can do. Of course, one of the problems is that 
trying, as I said earlier, to educate people, particularly in inner London [to] separate their waste and to 
place it in the correct receptacles is a difficult job. 

 
LF: The project sounds very exciting. 
 
JC: It is a very exciting project. I’m really pleased to be associated with that because it keeps me in touch with 

a very advanced area of waste management. It means therefore that I’m still actively involved with waste 
management issues in addition to the range of things I do for the CIWM because I’m still on various 
working groups and committees there. And the ISWA, I’m a member of the Globalisation of Waste 
Management task force, which is looking at a number of different aspects of waste management that have 
got global significance, including the informal sector, the rag pickers, etc., from their contribution to waste 
management in developing economies. I’m looking very specifically at paper and what might happen with 
regard to the global movement of recovered paper, particularly because it’s now increasingly going to 
Southeast Asia to be utilized there. Also, I’m a member of the ISWA European Group, which holds these 
meetings in Brussels about once a year when we have representatives of the European Commission come 
along and other invited speakers, plus our own workshop sessions like the one I described earlier which 
was to do with the waste hierarchy and the problems and challenges that are posed by that particular 
initiative from European legislation.   

 
LF: When did you formally leave the Environment Agency? 
 
JC: I left the Environment Agency in 2009. Right at the beginning of 2009 I had the opportunity of retiring 

from the Environment Agency at the age of 60, and I thought that there was going to be a lot of further 
opportunities which I think there have been for doing other things, and I’ve done some other paid work 
in the meantime including advising and setting up a new waste electrical and electronic equipment facility. 
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LF: Let me just ask you to reflect briefly on what’s been a long and incredibly productive, highly 

achieving career. What have been the best times, what have been the worst times? 
 
JC: As far as the best times are concerned, I think they have been associated with those early days of the 

Greater London Council when there was a lot of scope to make some changes to invest in new facilities 
and so on. The unfortunate thing was that we didn’t achieve a huge amount initially as a result of that, but 
I think it was changing the culture of waste management in London and then subsequently in the rest of 
the country to looking at the recovery of materials rather than its disposal; so for me that was very good. 
The worst time was very definitely the early days of the Environment Agency where, certainly, waste 
regulation was regarded as the poor cousins to our colleagues in water management. And we ended up, I 
think, not having particularly good prospects. A lot of my colleagues actually left because they felt that 
they were fighting an uphill struggle. Fortunately, because I had that particular project under my auspices, 
I didn’t feel quite so disenchanted but I could understand their frustration that they weren’t being given 
the kind of responsibilities they felt they ought to have had.   

 
LF: And looking forward, let’s say 50 years. 
 
JC: Fifty years? Yes, sounds good. 
 
LF: What are the major challenges ahead and how do you think the world will look? 
 
JC: Well, I think the major challenge that we’ve got in front of us is how we manage to reconcile the various 

responsibilities that have been placed on us as waste managers. In many ways we still need, at an 
international level, to focus on health and environmental protection. The two things go together: health 
protection and environmental protection. All too often these days, some of the more naive activists that 
you’ve got in developing and transition economies are forgetting that you need to deal with those issues 
before you can deal with the other issue that’s now coming through, which is this idea of the circular 
economy; whereby what was once regarded as waste are regarded as resources to be reutilized. 

 
Unfortunately, there is the assumption that everything that’s generated as waste can be returned to the 
production cycle. Yes, a very large proportion can be. However, there is always going to be some material 
that you can’t actually get through material strains and has to go through an energy process, and there’s 
still going to be some material that will have to go into landfill. We’re still going to have to have, probably, 
strategic landfills, maybe just very few of those, in every region. Hopefully in 50 years we will have realized 
the maximum potential from our waste, and do it in a sensible way, but we’re very far from that, even in 
most European countries, although I will accept that there are some countries that are now actually quite 
close. Even those countries recognize that they could be doing things slightly better. The emphasis that 
we’ve got on energy recovery in Denmark, the city of Copenhagen is now trying to take out much more 
plastic waste, which previously has been burnt, and they’ve recognized that their statistics are also 
complete crap and they’ve changed the basis for their statistical assessment of how much they are 
recycling, and they’ve actually downgraded that. They’re not doing anything less, they’ve just recognized 
that the statistical basis that they were working on was completely wrong, and that gives a false impression 
so when people are looking in this country for good examples, quite often you’ll see Denmark being 
quoted because they’ve got this high recycling rate, but it’s a high recycling rate based upon false premises. 
It’s not the household recycling rate that they’re looking at, it’s the overall recycling within the economy 
and that’s, as I say, been exaggerated recently. It’s now coming back to a much more realistic figure. So, 
for me again, that’s another lesson for everybody that we should be measuring things on a comparable 
basis, and at the moment we’re not actually doing that. 

 
LF: So, if you could give a message to the citizens of this country and in particular London, where I 

understand the population is expected to reach 10 million by 2031, what would that message be? 
How would you change their behaviour? 
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JC: Well, my message to the population of London for the future would be ‘please make sure that wherever 
you have the opportunity of segregating your waste and passing it back through a recycling system, please 
take advantage of that. But make absolutely certain that what you’re segregating is appropriate because 
there are confusing messages,’ and this is one of the problems that we have in London, that on a borough 
by borough basis, there are these variations as to what people are expected to separate and recycle. And, in 
particular, it’s plastics. So in some places it’s only plastic bottles but in other places, and Westminster 
happens to be an example of where you can separate out things like tubs, trays, and pots, but people need 
to be told what a tray, a pot, and a tub is, information, which you can actually find online. 

 
LF: It sounds as if you’re saying there needs to be better PR [public relations], better communication 

from local authorities. 
 
JC: Communication is incredibly important, and I have to say that one of the dangers that we now have as 

budgets are being squeezed is that the budget that is most likely to go first is this communication and 
promotion budget. It’s still essential that we need to provide that, and look at that aspect very closely. 

 
LF: Jeff, thank you. Thank you very much. That’s been absolutely fantastic. 
 
JC: Great, well thank you, Lynda. It’s been really nice.   
 
 
 

[END OF TRANSCRIPT] 
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