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HOUGHTON QUARRY LANDFILL SITE – PETITION NO. 944/2004 – 
GROUNDWATER POLLUTION UPDATE 
 
BACKGROUND 
 

The above petition concerns Houghton Quarry landfill site in northeast England and has been active since 2004. 
The focus of the petition has altered many times since its inception, however, the most recent key issue concerns 
groundwater pollution caused by the landfill. We have provided regular briefs and updates to the commission 
over the course of the petition in an attempt to satisfy the concerns raised by the petitioners. 
 
THE ISSUE 

 
This brief is intended as an update to previous correspondence with the Commission detailing issues regarding 
groundwater pollution at Houghton Quarry. Previous correspondence has detailed elevated levels of ammonia 
being recorded in a perimeter monitoring borehole (M1). The elevated levels were the subject of a complex and 
long running legal investigation which resulted in the prosecution of the landfill operator (Biffa Waste Services 
Ltd) for offences under the Environmental Permitting Regulations in February 2013. The operator received a 
significant fine. 
 
As well as progressing the legal investigation a number of practical measures were undertaken to manage the 
pollution. Detailed within previous correspondence; these measures included installation and management of a 
dedicated abstraction borehole, removal of a haul road which acted as a conduit for leachate to escape the site 
and the installation of three additional monitoring boreholes at a downstream location. 

ADDITIONAL DOWNSTREAM MONITORING BOREHOLES 

The additional downstream monitoring boreholes were installed at a location approximately halfway between the 
landfill site and the Stoneygate drinking water abstraction borehole (see fig.1). Their purpose is to determine the 
extent of any pollution plume in relation to the landfill and the abstraction borehole. 

 

Fig.1: Site location 

 
 

 
 



Installed and operational in the spring of 2013; initial results from all three boreholes were encouraging with no 
landfill contamination being recorded. However, in summer 2013 elevated ammonia was recorded in one of the 
boreholes (borehole 12). The ammonia initially recorded then reduced, however it has since returned with 
evidence of a rising trend being exhibited (see graph in fig.2). 

 

 

Fig.2: BH12 Ammonia Graph 

Additional sampling has since been carried out in borehole 12 to look for other determinants which may indicate 
either landfill contamination or another form of contamination (eg. agricultural, septic tank discharge). These 
analyses suggest the ammonia to be landfill derived.    

RESPONSE 

In response to this new evidence we have instructed the operator to make the necessary arrangements to 
abstract groundwater from borehole 13 (borehole 13 was constructed as an abstraction borehole – to be effective 
should contamination be found within any of the three boreholes). We have also instructed the operator to identify 
further downstream monitoring locations – between borehole 12 and Stoneygate. We will assist the operator in 
their liaison with the relevant landowners in order to avoid the delays seen with the installation of the original 
downstream boreholes. Weekly sampling is now being carried out and we are keeping in close contact with the 
operator regarding the results. 

The petitioners have also been informed of this latest development. 

STONEYGATE ABSTRACTION BOREHOLE 

We have informed the operator of the Stoneygate borehole, Northumbrian Water Ltd, of the latest developments. 
They are carrying out more frequent and targeted monitoring of the water abstracted from the borehole. We will 
liaise closely with them over the coming months as the issue progresses. They have procedures in place to 
provide water from alternate means should the abstraction become affected. The public water supply will not be 
affected. 

FURTHER ACTION 

Whilst we believe the haul road already removed was a significant source of leachate escape from the site we 
have instructed the operator to investigate any further potential leaks. A geophysical survey is to be undertaken 



in late January to check for any unseen leaks at depth. Results from this survey will be communicated when 
available. 

It must be noted that the site is now wholly capped with either a permanent or temporary welded plastic 
membrane liner. It is also no longer permitted to accept non-hazardous biodegradable waste. As such, the overall 
risk of pollution is greatly reduced. 

Further enforcement action may be considered if deemed necessary as the additional investigatory work 
progresses. However, the primary aim of the Agency is to resolve the ammonia contamination and protect the 
aquifer. 
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If you have any further queries with regard to this briefing note please contact Gary Wallace, Regulatory 
Officer – 0191 2034039  

gary.wallace@environment-agency.gov.uk  
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