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Petition 727-05; concerning Path Head Quarry, Blaydon, Tyne & Wear.

Summary Report and Recommendations resulting from a visit by the Chairman of the 
Petitions Committee, Wednesday January 28th, 2009.

Introduction.

The original petition concerning the use of Path Head Quarry for landfill purposes was lodged 
prior to approval having been given by the Gateshead authorities for the exploitation of the 
site which was finally issued once the Environment Agency granted a permit on August 31st 
20051 .

The involvement of the Petitions Committee is justified by the fact that a number of 
obligations contained in the Landfill Directive (1999/31/EC) and the Waste Directive 
(74/442/EC) may not have been respected. These have been identified by the petitioners as 
being problematic and detrimental to the local community, notably as regards the problems of 
groundwater and risks of leachate contamination, and because of the proximity of the site to 
housing and school facilities which therefore incur a risk of increased air pollution, pests and 
foul smells. The cumulative impact of the site, in an area where it is said by the petitioners 
that 33 other sites already exist, is a matter of great worry to local people, many of whom 
were met in the course of this short visit.

Of primary concern to the petitioners is the potential impact on the health of the local 
population especially the more vulnerable groups - young children and the elderly. Anxiety 
was also expressed about the geological safety of the site and the possible risk of mud-slides 
following heavy rainfall and the accumulation of water behind a raised barrage, bordering the 
site to the south-west.

Directive 1999/31/EC on the landfill of waste.

The impact of European legislation concerning waste and landfill on people’s daily lives is of 
key importance to the Committee which frequently receives petitions on these subjects. The 
Directive on Landfill of waste contains 34 recitals which taken together may be said to 
constitute the parameters of the aims and objectives of the law, in addition to Article 1 
concerning the overall objective, which Member States are obliged to transpose and 
implement. They include: 

 the fact that landfill should be adequately monitored and managed to prevent or reduce 
potential adverse effects on the environment and risks to public health;

 that it is necessary to indicate clearly the requirements with which landfill sites must 
comply as regards location, conditioning, management, control, closure and preventive 
and protective measures to be taken against any threat to the environment in the short 
as well as in the long-term perspective, and more especially against the pollution of 
groundwater by leachate infiltration into the soil;

                                               
1 By letter dated 14 December 2007 to the Committee, the Environment Agency confirmed a Hydrogeological 
Risk assessment had been conducted and that the permit includes mitigating measures to manage any risks to 
acceptable levels. The operator of the site - SITA - is under an obligation to provide evidence that the risk to the 
site from groundwater remains low and acceptable.
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 the provision of stringent operational and technical requirements on the waste and 
landfills, to provide for measures, procedures and guidance to prevent or reduce as far 
as possible negative effects on the environment in particular the pollution of surface 
water, groundwater, soil and air, and on the global environment, including the 
greenhouse effect, as well as any resulting risk to human health from the landfilling of 
waste during the whole life-cycle of the landfill.

Among the general requirements for landfills, contained in annex 1 of the Directive is one 
which related to “the distances from the boundary of the site to residential or recreational 
areas, waterways, water bodies or other agricultural or urban sites”. Consideration should also 
be given to the existence of groundwater, coastal water or nature protection zones in the area. 
A landfill can only be authorised under the terms of the Directive, if these characteristics are 
met indicating that the landfill does not pose a serious environmental risk.

Authorities are under obligation to minimize nuisances and hazards arising from the landfill 
through emissions of odours and dust, wind-blown materials, noise and traffic, birds, vermin 
and insects.

At the request of the Committee, the European Commission had previously obtained 
information from the UK authorities in the autumn of 2006 concerning the precise conditions 
under which the permit had been granted and further statements to the effect that the nearest 
residential area was “180 – 200 metres away from the nearest waste deposits”. They also re-
affirmed the need for a landfill in the area saying that there are only four at the present time. 
In November 2006 the Committee received a detailed letter from Gateshead Council1 which 
also provided a comprehensive assessment and gave reasons as to why the granting of the 
planning permission was lawful and also why there was no material environmental risk to the 
neighbourhood.

Over the next two years further information was provided by the British authorities and the 
UK Environment Agency concerning detailed questions raised by the petitioners and 
members of the Committee regarding groundwater, the pumping activity on the site, and the 
function of the pond beneath the landfill and the proximity of aquifers. Based upon the 
detailed information provided and following a hydrogeological review undertaken by the EA, 
the European Commission considered that conceptual site model establishes that the site 
appears to be compliant with the Directive.

However, further detailed analysis undertaken by the petitioners indicated persistent 
contradictions and for that reason, given the prevailing doubts, the Chairman accepted an 
invitation to visit the area and meet with all interested parties.

Meeting with petitioners and local people at Crookhill Primary School, Blaydon.

About thirty local people attended the meeting, including the petitioners, and they spent some 
time describing their experiences since the new landfill had been opened. One or two of the 
older people present described some of the history of the area and its links with the former 
mining industry and with the many neighbouring sand and gravel quarries. There are many 
                                               
1 Letter and annexes from Mr Derek Quinn, Group Director, Development and Enterprise, November 15, 2006.
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underground tunnels and passageways. Mining, which was the main economic activity for 
generations, impacted on the substrata and the underground water courses. According to the 
local people part of the area is also liable to periodic subsidence as underground tunnels 
collapse. People spoke of springs emerging in some gardens which were never there before 
and also of streams and becks disappearing in the vicinity.   

It was said that about three thousand people from Ryton and Blaydon live within walking 
distance of the landfill, part of which was a recreational area and part of which contains some 
protected species of butterfly and plants. The local school playground (adjacent to where the 
meeting was taking place) had to be closed periodically either because of the powerful smells 
coming from the site or because of the large numbers of gulls which deposited extensively 
over the playing areas and buildings. Insects, notably different types of fly swarmed in the 
area and seemed resilient to insecticide spray. Many of the people at the meeting feared for 
the health of their children who regularly suffered different types of illness and disorder 
which they felt was related to the existence of the new Path Head landfill and other landfills in 
the area which were all in the vicinity of Ryton.

Fears were expressed about the stability of the landfill site given that there are two villages 
situated below the site level – Stella from where the little beck gets its name, and Hedgefield. 
Some were alarmed at the possible threat from mudslides if water levels rise after heavy rain 
which is not uncommon in this area. Others were more concerned at the risks of 
contamination of water supplies even though groundwater drains have been built within the 
site itself and the landfill owners are permanently pumping water out of the site. Photographs 
showed by the petitioners showed the level of the lagoon at the base of the landfill.

Travelling around the site area it was possible to verify many statements made by petitioners 
and also to observe the proximity of the houses at Stargate to the perimeter fence of the site 
just over the other side of the road. Special drainage systems had been built along the road on 
the western side from Stargate to divert water from a nearby pond which was situated at a 
much higher level than the Path Head landfill area below. On the eastern side of the site area a 
lot of water was draining down over Stella Lane and Hexham Old Road in addition to that 
being channelled into Starbeck. A water mill was further down across the field and farmland 
on the edge of a village. 

Gateshead Metropolitan Borough Council.

Meeting with senior officials of the Council and with representatives of the Environment 
Agency the many questions raised with the petitioners were able to be put. After a short initial 
and rather nervous exchange the officials were very helpful indeed in providing responses and 
additional background information regarding the choice of the site and the extent of the 
investigations necessary in order to ensure its safety. Their legal department was also very 
much aware of the provisions of the EU Directives and their implications on local policy.

Interestingly, the operation of landfill sites in the area was placed clearly within a larger waste 
strategy involving emphasis on the need to recycle household waste. Only 26% of waste is 
currently recycled in the Gateshead, South Tyneside and Sunderland area and the partnership 
between the three councils to increase significantly this figure was strongly promoted with a 
target of 50% by 2020. It was also recognise that the area was running out of space for 
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suitable landfills and the situation regarding the Path Head site fitted in with this overall 
assessment. Path Head landfill is scheduled to close in 2017.

The history of the open-cast mining and quarrying in the Ryton area and the geology 
identified it as a suitable site for landfill activity according to the officials. They recognised 
that there was an on-going water problem and they said that they had investigated the 
groundwater situation regularly and taken borehole readings to monitor the situation as 
closely as possible. They admitted that it will continue to require corrective actions to mitigate 
the problem. They however considered that these difficulties where within manageable 
proportions and that they should not pose a threat to local residents.

The officials informed us that in the last two years they had upgraded odour management, 
recognising yet again that this was indeed an issue which they were trying to resolve with the 
site operators. High winds the previous autumn had created difficulties as well with rubbish 
being blown out of the site but additional netting had been installed to counteract this 
probability from recurring.

The continuous pumping meant that there should be no risk of the groundwater rising to 
become contaminated by the site, and the clay base and membrane lining of the site – checked 
by the Environment Agency, also protected against this. Drinking water was drawn from river 
sources and there is no major aquifer used for drinking water supplies.

The Council officials indicated that they had taken mitigating measures to further protect the 
residents in the Stargate area because they were closest to Path Head landfill, enhancing the 
habitat for birds such as Sand Martins. Additional documents were provided on the 
environmental aspects and mitigating measures which were taken or planned and also 
correspondence from the Director of Public Health which responded also to expressed 
concerns.

Local Councillors joined the meeting, which was also attended by Fiona Hall MEP and the 
Parliamentary Assistant of Martin Callanan MEP. They voiced their own concerns of the 
impact of the Path Head landfill and also referred to the cumulative impact on the health of 
people living in the area from older landfills which had been closed. 

The Path Head site was managed according to the most modern and stringent standards, 
according to officials, and this was certainly not the case for many of the older sites which 
had not been able to benefit from current methods or practice. Once again they insisted that 
measures had been taken to ensure the safety of the local community from eventual 
contamination from the older sites. Nineteen sites were referred to, of which four are currently 
open.

Returning to the issue of the groundwater and the implications for the stability of the site if it 
should continue to rise, the response was given that the stability factor of the site is 
permanently monitored. This however has not had the effect so far of reassuring local 
residents and both Fiona Hall and some of the local Councillors present questioned the 
wisdom of giving planning permission at all, given the fact that water remained such an 
ongoing problem.
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Visit to the Path Head landfill managed by SITA Environment Ltd.

Both the Area and Site Manager provided the delegation with detailed responses to the 
questions raised and explained the requirements of the IPPC Permit granted in August 2005 
confirming that the site was for non-hazardous household waste. The site was opened in 
February 2007 and a permit variation granted in 2008 which covered the trigger level of 
emissions. There had been no increase in relation to the volume of waste managed on the site. 
A Liaison Committee has been established with the local authority and with the Environment 
Agency and a register of complaints is kept. 90 complaints were recorded in 2008.

When complaints are substantiated, as was the case with the problem of a particular type of 
fly which caused a significant nuisance to the local community, a specialist company was 
commissioned to address the problem. All staff on the site have pest-control training. There is 
also an active bird management programme to prevent scavenging and the delegation 
observed the extensive netting which had been erected on mobile cranes. This had been taken 
down for one month to allow movement of activity from one cell to the next.

(Exactly how much window dressing had been performed prior to the site visit was a matter 
of conjecture reinforced by the deodorant sprays around the site management offices.)

The site managers confirmed that there had been no problems related to the stability of the 
site. The existence of two lagoons of surface water drainage was demonstrated and the 
delegation informed of pumping from one to the other; however 24 hour pumping was no 
longer required and pumps were no longer necessary all the time. The delegation was 
informed that a hydrological risk assessment review was due to be issued at the end of 
February 2009, but the issue was only one of surface water and it was denied that there was a 
groundwater problem.1 Leachate, they added, was contained within tankers on site.

Conclusions and recommendations.

The arguments about the existence of groundwater are complex and regrettably the visit did 
not allow any clear conclusion to be drawn in this respect. The petitioners claim that the 
figures contained in the November 2004 hydrogeological risk assessment indicate, as also 
witnessed by them in runs and seeps on the sides of the void, that the groundwater is 19 
metres above the lowest waste deposit. This would appear to be substantiated in the risk 
assessment report before the license was granted where it was admitted that “discharge from 
the shallow groundwater into the quarry would have been directed into Stella Beck at one 
stage, although currently empties into the quarry lagoon”.

The Gateshead authorities and the Environment Agency maintain that groundwater drains 
have been installed on the site to avoid contamination, and any residues and leachate would 
be fully contained within the site. Thus it may be stated, (and the most recent risk assessment 
survey will confirm) that measures have been taken to prevent surface water or groundwater 
from entering into the landfilled waste.

                                               
1 This contradicts the view of the Environment Agency which was, as stated by the petitioners in a letter dated 
January 13 2008, “the water within the landfill void was a mixture of groundwater and rainwater”, citing minutes 
of meetings to that effect.
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Observing the functioning of the site during the visit, the impression gained was of a tidy, 
well managed landfill, suitably equipped to deal with the exigencies of the Landfill Directive. 

The management of the site was fully aware of its responsibilities and had established or at 
least participated in liaison meetings with representatives of the local community and the 
Environment Agency. Such cooperation at the local level is essential as is the widespread 
publication and distribution of all objective information relating to the site, both positive and 
negative. Nevertheless, it was equally apparent that the site managers had ensured that the site 
and the surrounding area had been prepared well for the parliamentary visit in the days 
preceding it, and it would be amiss not to record that fact. Local people indicated that this was 
the case and that such clean-up operations did not take place often enough.

The existence of landfill sites close to residential areas is not to be encouraged and this is a 
matter of common sense. 

However the Landfill Directive itself is very weak and imprecise on this point because it 
merely states that “The location of a landfill must take into consideration requirements 
relating to: (a) the distance from the boundary of the site to residential and recreational 
areas….”  

The observation that the closest houses at Stargate were no more than 100 metres from the 
perimeter of the site, and that the Runhead estate and Cushy Cow Lane not much further, 
demonstrate the nature of the problem because it seems clear to the parliamentary delegation 
that these houses are too close and that those who authorised the site must have reasonably 
known that unpleasant repercussions were inevitable. It remains to be proven whether 
unpleasant repercussions have an impact on public health and research on this has been 
considered by the delegation. At any rate, such proximity linked with the regular foul smells 
and dust pollution, raise the level of stress in the area and impact heavily on peoples’ daily 
lives.

At this stage, with the Path Head landfill a fully functioning waste site, it is illusory to 
imagine that it can be closed down before the scheduled date. It is especially regrettable that 
the site was chosen in the first place given its proximity to the residential area and schools. 
But there was no clear obligation, at least under EU law, to do otherwise and the history and 
geology of the area no doubt predisposed the site’s selection, in spite of the numerous other 
sites, past and present, which populate the area – the cumulative impact of which should also 
have been taken into account.

Bearing these considerations in mind, and having regard for the written and oral 
documentation and evidence received, it is recommended that:

1. The authorities ensure that more frequent, thorough and more regular cleansing of the 
area is carried out, with a particular focus on naturally vulnerable sites such as schools 
and recreational grounds;

2. That the Environment Agency be asked to regularly contribute and publicise 
information to the local community on levels of air pollution and other results from 
scientific monitoring of the site activity including groundwater levels;
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3. That specific measures be taken to reinforce the observation of the stability of the site 
notable adjacent to the barrage area above Star Beck in order to re-assure the local 
population against the risk of any eventual landslide;

4. That the responsible Committee in the European Parliament ensures in any future 
revision of the Landfill Directive that a more precise requirement be established 
concerning the proximity of residential and recreation areas to landfill sites.
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