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KENYON: Hi, I’m Paul Kenyon and you’re about to hear the latest 

edition of File on 4.  It’s an investigation, but it’s also a journey into completely new territory 

for me.  I’m off in pursuit of organised crime groups who specialise in waste.  That’s right – 

rubbish.  The stuff we all throw away and think nothing more about.  Well, not after this.  I’m 

going to take you on a journey from the frontier farms of the Essex countryside, to a giant 

space age waste plant by the M25, via the extraordinary story of a dead dog, which was given 

full rights to enter the arena of rubbish management, all of which will help us answer the 

question: why are criminal gangs, that we normally associate with drugs and money 

laundering, being drawn into the world of rubbish? 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

KENYON: So we are driving across country now. 

 

FORD: We are in the middle of a field; this field is called 

White House.  Worked quite hard this year to get all the hedgerows looking quite smart.  As 

you can see, we are just coming to the top of a hill. 

 

KENYON: Oh my God, yes! 
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FORD: And down there you have got the Thames Valley, 

which actually it is not a very sunny day, but it is very clear.  If we just swing round this … 

 

KENYON: That is incredible.  So I can see Canary Wharf from 

here. 

 

FORD: You have got the QE2 bridge out to the left, the Walkie 

Talkie on a good day, the Gherkin, the Shard just coming into view there. 

 

KENYON: Yes, so we can see you are so close to London, I mean, 

it is practically a walk. 

 

FORD: It is, it is, and, you know, I call it farming on the 

frontier, because one day this will all be London. 

 

KENYON: Ed Ford and his Essex farm aren’t just on the frontier 

of London, they are on the frontier of a lucrative, but hidden, form of gangland crime.  It’s a 

crime most of us contribute towards, without realising it actually exists.  But, as Ed Ford now 

knows, it’s attracting the same criminal networks as drug dealing and money-laundering. 

 

MUSIC 

 

FORD: I was literally driving up here, this was 11 o’clock 

probably.  Going straight up the road, saw some headlights, thought well they’re not car 

headlights, they’re quite big headlights.  I thought, oh, go and have a look.  Pulled in this 

gateway here and there he was with his skip, fully roll on, roll off skip tipping into here. 

 

KENYON: I mean, it’s just mounds.  Let’s just go and have a look, 

can we? 

 

ACTUALITY OF CAR DOORS OPENING AND CLOSING 

 

KENYON: So this is what?  7-8 feet tall? 
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FORD: Yep. 

 

KENYON: Taller than me? 

 

FORD: Probably.  What has happened here is they have 

crushed concrete and this is the screenings that they can’t use. 

 

KENYON: Ed Ford had just stumbled upon a gang of tippers 

depositing fifty tons of building waste thought to be from London in a huge pile by cover of 

night in an isolated woodland car park. 

But there is plastic bottles in this, aren’t there?  Bits of old building waste, there’s batteries. 

 

FORD: All sorts in here.  

 

KENYON: There’s old cans.  I mean, I am hesitant to put my 

hands in this, because it looks as though there could be syringes or anything. 

 

FORD: I drove in here and I instantly thought, oh, what do I 

do?  I called the police – ‘Oh, sorry, we’ll be 20 minutes’ and then … 

 

KENYON: At this point, have they seen you? 

 

FORD: They’d seen me.  I then drove out to the bottom of 

where we have just come from, just to sort of monitor things from afar, then a van came 

down here who was obviously working with them, two lads in there. 

 

KENYON: What?  A lookout? 

 

FORD: Yes.  He had a spotter with him.  And by which time 

I’d called my brother, we had got a few people out of bed and we were, we had three or four 

vehicles.  There is a loop road that runs right around this area sort of a mile long and we’d 

positioned people waiting for the police – we’ve got them. 
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KENYON: Now surrounded, the tippers decided to make a run for 

it.  All that was standing between them and the exit was a car, the driver of which was Ed 

Ford. 

 

FORD: Then he tried to ram me. 

 

KENYON: He drove straight at your car? 

 

FORD: Drove straight at my car.  What do I do?  Well, you 

move out of the way, don’t you?  I wasn’t going to write off a car or anything.  So I moved 

out the way and off he went, and then I chased him down back to the main road.  They knew 

I was following him; the van stopped in front of me and I was like, oh, I can see where this is 

going to go.  They got out and I just turned round and drove off and I thought, well, enough is 

enough.  

 

KENYON: Did you get a look at them? 

 

FORD: Yes, but I couldn’t remember and then all the police 

turned up and by then it was too late.  I said, I presume the helicopter is up?  Oh no, lives 

weren’t in danger - which is the standard line at the moment from the police. 

 

KENYON: The problem for the police, of course, is that 

individually each episode just sounds like an incident of fly-tipping, albeit on an industrial 

scale.  It’s only when you join the dots that a picture emerges of something more serious, 

more organised.  Ed Ford and fellow frontier farmers began their own investigation. 

 

FORD: It was quite shocking what we found.  Things that 

point to East End London crime, London gang culture, like bloody hell, this is serious stuff, 

at which point I sort of thought, well I’m going to stop digging now because this is well out 

of my league. 

 

KENYON: These guys, if you saw them doing something in your 

own back yard, would you be scared? 
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FORD: Yeah, you would be, but you are never going to meet 

the guys at the top, because they are in their $5 million house, telling all their minions what to 

do, and that is the kind of thing you are dealing with, you know, you are never going to meet 

the top people and they will never get brought to justice. 

 

MUSIC 

 

KENYON: It was those minions who launched a series of waste 

attacks around the Essex countryside in 2016/17, tipping around 2,000 tons of rubbish.  A 

few miles down the road lives George Young, another frontier farmer whose fields, right 

beside an A road out of London, have been targeted. 

 

ACTUALITY CALLING DOG 

 

YOUNG: [WHISTLING]  Come on, Winston! 

 

KENYON: After discovering a 50 ton hit last year, he now patrols 

at night with a torch, a phone camera, and his black Labrador, Winston. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH DOG 

 

YOUNG: [WHISTLING]  Winston, come back in.  Win! 

They literally just drove straight in, tipped up and then you can see where they’ve spun 

around on the soil in the field and driven straight out again.  And they would have been in 

probably for a minute, a minute and a half each. 

 

KENYON: Hidden behind a hedgerow, as high as a house, piles of 

rubble and building materials, apparently from a site somewhere in London.  With the gang 

gone, the waste has to be cleared. 

 

YOUNG: The issue is that when we are getting tipping on our 

land, because of the law it is our problem to deal with it, so it’s our insurance, it’s our excess, 

it’s our money that has to pay for it.  The cost came to £7,500, but the cost to me, because I 

was through the NFU insurance thankfully, was £1,500.  
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KENYON: And the next cost, I think, is that it’s got to be put into 

landfill, because then it is your responsibility to see it all the way through the system. 

 

YOUNG: Exactly, so of course we then have to make sure it is 

disposed of absolutely correctly in that regard, and as well as that, obviously by having it paid 

for on insurance, ultimately our premiums will be going up, so we will be paying for it in the 

long run anyway. 

 

KENYON: The authorities lumped this wave of Essex waste 

attacks together, confident that they were somehow linked.  Police and the Environment 

Agency began trying to piece together exactly who was behind them, working under the 

codename Operation Bayleaf.  It would be many months before they found even a partial 

answer.  Meanwhile, over at Ed Ford’s place, he’s set up road blocks at each of his gates - 

huge concrete anti-ram slabs to stop the heaviest of trucks.  For farmers like him, even if the 

perpetrators are caught, that’s hardly enough. 

 

FORD: And the biggest issue is, if we don’t clear it up, the 

Environment Agency come to us and slap us an order saying you have got to clear this up.  It 

is absolutely ridiculous.  The law stinks, you know, we are victims of this terrible waste 

crime that has got so out of control and is costing millions and millions of pounds.  

 

KENYON: Of course, it’s not restricted to here in Essex.  The 

farmers’ union, the NFU, has appointed a dedicated officer, their lead on rural crime,  

Sam Durham, who is inundated with calls from across the country.  He’s listened to accounts 

of car chases and night-time skirmishes for the last two years, and he says it’s getting worse. 

 

DURHAM:  It is an enormous issue for farmers.  There were a 

million waste crime incidents last year and for some farmers that is enormous amounts – 

that’s tons and tons of waste, up to eight lorry loads dumped on a farmer’s field overnight, 

and a lot of them do feel extremely vulnerable and they feel that a lot of this waste crime 

activity is also linked with groups that are doing other types of criminal activity.  People are 

intimidated not to report crimes, so the groups will let them know that they are around. 

  

KENYON: How do they do that? 
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DURHAM: They will surreptitiously drive into farmyards, knock 

on doors and just make people aware that we know you’re there, we know you’re on your 

own, you’re a long way from the nearest police support or anything like that, and it’s 

probably in your interest just to keep quiet about this activity as much as possible, so all that 

type of activity we hear about, there are incidents, there are examples of violence with people 

being attacked.  These groups obviously want to protect their criminal activity, so if they are 

challenged by a farmer, they often experience intimidation and violence. 

 

KENYON: So how, exactly, does one monetise waste?  How does 

one turn a mountain of rubbish into a suitcase full of bank notes? 

 

ACTUALITY – WAGON NOISE 

 

KENYON: On the outskirts of Slough, a five-storey glass and steel 

building that looks as cutting edge as its architecturally-celebrated neighbour - Heathrow’s 

Terminal 5.  A line of huge lorries queue onto a ramp, each piled high with rubbish.  They 

bend away out of sight, into spotless bays beside a deep bunker.  This is the opposite end of 

the industry from the villains, but you have to know how the system works before you can 

corrupt it. 

So can we have a look then? 

 

COOKE: Yes, come over here.  So this is where the action is. 

 

KENYON: Oh, my goodness. 

 

COOKE: So as you can see, the machine tells the operators when 

each of the hoppers needs to be fed.  We can see a load going in now. 

 

KENYON: It’s curiously quiet - a mechanised, sanitised, five-star 

service all going on behind thick glass.  Showing me around is Dan Cooke, Director of 

Regulatory Affairs at Viridor, one of the UK’s leading recycling, renewable energy and waste 

disposal companies. 
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COOKE: So most of the material that comes in here is post-

recycling. 

 

KENYON: To me that is quite extraordinary.  It’s kind of almost 

space age, isn’t it?  How many tons have you got down there? 

 

COOKE: 8,500 tons can be held in the bunker at any time.  It’s 

probably about half full at the moment. 

 

KENYON: A giant claw swings by beneath us, picking up waste 

which has already been sorted and sifted.  Metal, wood, plastics have all been removed.  They 

can be sold on.  What’s left is incinerated to produce power.  The cinders from that can be 

used for building roads.  It’s all a long way from the old system, where rubbish was taken 

straight to the dump. 

 

COOKE: So the whole sector, in a very short space of time in the 

past 20 years, has transformed itself from what we used to call a hump and dump industry - 

so collection and then disposal; safe disposal in an engineered landfill, but it was going into a 

hole in the ground - to what is now a very sophisticated recycling-led, but then recycling, 

recovery and resource management sector. 

 

KENYON: Everyone who produces rubbish has to pay a fee to 

have it taken away, unless it’s your weekly load for the binmen.  It’s the same wherever you 

go and, unless it’s recyclable, a proportion of that fee is to cover the landfill tax.  So, the 

producer of the waste pays the transporter to take it away, the transporter pays the recycling 

plant or the landfill site, and the bill rises as it’s passed down the chain.  But imagine if you 

broke that chain - if you took away rubbish, charged the fee that’s supposed to cover the 

landfill tax, and then simply dumped the waste somewhere in the middle of a field.  That’s 

where the criminal gangs have spotted an opportunity. 

 

COOKE: If it’s happening at a scale, then our guys will often 

hear either whispers or their customers will tell them that they’ve been offered a much better 

price, often a price that’s far too good to be true.  And operators like this tend to make their 
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COOKE cont: money quickly and then move on, so they come in and 

they undercut the market.  By the time our guys have picked up, it’s often too late. 

  

KENYON: A single truck-full could make you around £4,000.  In 

total, those lightning strikes on fields in Essex could have made someone around £400,000.  

When you factor in the money lost to legitimate waste companies, the lost taxes and the cost 

of the clean-up, the annual bill for waste crime is huge. 

 

CHURCH: The cost to the economy in the UK is probably up to 

about £1 billion a year.  That’s an awful lot of stuff - 4,000 doctors trained each year or 

33,000 police officer salaries, you know – that’s not small beer, it’s worth something. 

   

KENYON: Dr Colin Church was one of the first senior officials at 

the Department for the Environment to recognise the infiltration of organised crime into the 

sector.  He’s moved on from DEFRA now, but has recently given evidence to an ongoing 

Government review.  Much of it, he says, is far more sophisticated than simply dumping 

waste in a field.  There’s a whole tax system to corrupt.  The landfill tax for dumping inert 

waste, such as builder’s rubble, is less than £5 a ton - pretty much everything else is £89 a 

ton; it’s easy to exploit.  

 

CHURCH: This is one of the big issues.  So if you, if you think 

about that big 25 ton skip full of rubble - or allegedly full of rubble - and it comes to a landfill 

site and it goes onto the weighbridge and it’s got the documentation that says it’s just rubble,  

the person on the weighbridge weighs it and then perhaps pulls back the dust cover and has a 

look.  How far down are they going to dig with a pole or with their hands to find what’s 

underneath the top layer of rubble?  Given that you may have dozens of these vehicles 

coming through a day, you just can’t do it at that level, so there is a real option then for 

people to be a bit naughty about it. 

  

KENYON: Criminal gangs often give themselves a fig leaf of 

authenticity, wearing hi-vis jackets, driving official looking vehicles, but also by actually 

acquiring the necessary paperwork from the Environment Agency to carry waste. 
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CHURCH: You go onto the website and you fill in the forms and 

you pay your money and you press send and you get your waste carrier’s licence. 

 

KENYON: But presumably it asks for some evidence of having the 

right vehicles, having a background in this sphere? 

 

CHURCH: No, no. 

 

KENYON: What does it ask? 

 

CHURCH: Who are you? 

 

KENYON: Really? 

 

CHURCH: It is a fairly cursory thing. 

 

KENYON: And is that all you would need, that one piece of paper 

for £154 and say, that’s it, I’m licensed, I can take waste around? 

 

CHURCH: Yes. 

 

KENYON: What do you think of that? 

 

CHURCH: Outrageous.  In fact, a colleague of mine registered his 

dead dog as a waste carrier, just to prove how easy it was to do. 

 

KENYON: What’s the point of it then? 

 

CHURCH: It’s a legal requirement, it’s European law. 

 

KENYON: If a dead dog can become one, it is meaningless, isn’t 

it? 
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CHURCH: Almost meaningless, but not quite.  My point being, if 

you as a person passing your waste on, if the person you pass the waste onto cannot show that 

they’ve got an almost meaningless registration, than they’re definitely illegal.  I’m not saying 

that’s great, but at least it’s that much. 

 

KENYON: I see what you are saying, but if they wave it and it 

says ‘Rover the Dead Dog’, at least they’ve got one so I’ve done my job, I have said they 

have the registration. 

 

CHURCH: Well, it won’t say ‘Rover the Dead Dog’.  It might say 

Rover [LAUGH].  This is part of the problem with the system, you know.  It places a huge 

amount of responsibility on the waste producer.  

 

KENYON: And that’s because it’s the producer’s responsibility to 

check the waste is dealt with properly all the way along the chain.  It’s called the duty of care.  

Licences must be checked, proof of destination must be sought, and not just for companies -

for all of us, for any waste not dealt with by the binmen. 

  

CHURCH: You should certainly ask to see the waste carrier 

licence.  You should certainly ask where it’s going.  

 

KENYON: People don’t do that. 

 

CHURCH: No, they don’t. 

 

KENYON: And you’re telling me that the person, the householder 

could be committing a criminal offence by not asking for the documentation? 

 

CHURCH: They could be.  The only safe thing is to hand it over to 

your local authority, so the material that goes into your recycling and waste and food waste 

bins, the local authority deals with that and they assume those responsibilities for you.  But 

anyone else that takes it away from you, you still have that responsibility and indeed, you’ve 

got examples of people who have been convicted in court because material they’ve given to 

other people has ended up being fly-tipped. 
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KENYON: You might think that the dead dog story, along with 

other serious licence fraud, would have resulted in closure of that particular loophole.  Well, 

not yet, but an insider has told us it’s on the Government’s radar and change is imminent.  

The Environment Agency says it’s already been given new powers to seize vehicles involved 

in waste crime and to block access to illegal sites.  It also says the Government’s provided  

£30 million of additional funding to help tackle waste crime over the next four years.  The 

permit to actually manage waste, rather than simply transport it, is far more difficult to 

acquire - more checks, more proof of purpose.  In Scotland, the Environment Protection 

Agency - SEPA - has found criminality there too.  Kath McDowall is SEPA’s chief 

investigator. 

 

MCDOWALL: Well, the easiest way to commit waste crime is to have 

some sort of licence or a reason for be driving around the country doing it, so a lot of 

organised criminals might actually get involved in the businesses that actually have licences.  

So when we do the review of how we issue a licence, you know, at the moment it’s issued to 

a face company, but there may be individuals behind or the power behind that that aren’t 

perhaps directors or named individuals that are organised criminals.   

 

KENYON: Are these people who have previously been involved in 

other crimes and they have decided to switch because this is seen as high income, low risk? 

 

MCDOWALL: Many of the individuals cross over from the more 

traditional, what you’d think of as organised crime into the waste crime.  They don’t 

necessarily cease what they’re doing in their other activities, but they may do this as well. 

We’re just finding a lot more sites recently, where it’s not just local, it seems to be moving 

from across the country.  So whereas historically we’ve obviously taken cases to court, where 

sites in Scotland were illegally disposing of waste close to home, and now the waste that 

we’re finding deposited is actually coming from other parts of the United Kingdom. 

 

KENYON: In England, waste crime’s on the up too.  The 

Environment Agency says it shut down 812 illegal waste sites last year - that’s more than two 

every day.  But there were only 93 successful prosecutions.  Even then, the punishments are 

viewed by many as relatively light - usually a fine, rarely a short spell in jail.  That’s what 
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KENYON cont: makes it so attractive: high profit, low risk.   One 

obstacle to better detection is this: in an era of cutbacks in public services, whose job is it to 

chase the perpetrators?  The police?  But isn’t this to do with environmental regulation? The 

Environment Agency?  But isn’t this to do with organised crime?  Some detect a passing of 

the buck.  Sam Durham again, from the Farmers’ Union. 

 

DURHAM: The NFU would like to see all of the authorities 

addressing this more comprehensively.  The feeling is that there isn’t really a consistent 

approach, so it falls into areas of the Environment Agency, of the local authorities and the 

police, and they don’t seem to work together on it.  So a farmer will try and report a waste 

crime and will quite often get passed on to one of the other agencies. 

 

KENYON: When they get passed on to that other agency, what 

happens then? 

 

DURHAM: Quite often they will get passed on again.  A lot of 

farmers will call it slopey shoulder syndrome – one organisation will say, oh, that’s not really 

our responsibility, you need to speak to them and they’ll say no, that’s not our responsibility - 

go and speak to the others.  So there is a lot of frustration among farmers that no agencies are 

taking the lead and we would like to see the Government take the lead. 

  

KENYON: But Dr Colin Church says his former employer is not 

the guilty party. 

 

CHURCH: The Environment Agency and DEFRA have been 

taking it seriously for quite some time and trying to do things.  I think a number of other 

agencies still don’t really take it that seriously, it doesn’t come that high on their list of 

priorities. 

 

KENYON: Who? 

 

CHURCH: Police, for example.  You know, police forces have got 

lots of other pressures on them, we know that.  But also, I think it’s like other criminal 

activities over time.  Cybercrime, for example - for a while, nobody knew much about it and 
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CHURCH cont: then there were a few people saying, this matters, this 

matters, but it was really hard to get people involved, because people didn’t understand it, 

didn’t realise it was big.  Now we think, you know, 27 billion or whatever it is a year is the 

cost of cybercrime, that’s pretty big, people are concerned about it, people are trying to 

address it.   Waste crime is in a similar kind of position, I think.  It takes a while to 

understand the tentacles that it’s got throughout the criminal networks.   

  

KENYON: In fact, the head of the Environment Agency, Sir James 

Bevan, called it the new narcotics, placing it firmly in the arena of serious organised crime.  

But what about the police?  Have they been slow to take responsibility?  The National Police 

Chiefs Council told us, ‘The police service is starting to understand the growing problem of 

waste crime better and the crossover between organised crime in its widest sense and waste 

crime.  Sharing information with partner agencies is crucial and better enforcement powers 

will add to the deterrent.  We want to make it harder for criminals to make money from this 

and less financially viable for them to make vast profits at the cost of the landowner.’   And 

so, in June, Michael Gove, the Environment Secretary, took a stand.  With public awareness 

already heightened by David Attenborough’s plastics in the sea campaign, Mr Gove decided 

waste crime should also be pushed up the agenda and commissioned a report into its 

connections with organised crime groups.  That’s due out next month, the purpose being to 

beef up a coordinated response across all agencies.  In the meantime, File on 4 has identified 

some sinister ways in which organised crime has infiltrated the waste industry. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH DOOR 

 

KENYON: Big metal door.  Do you want to go in first? 

 

JOHN: Thank you very much. 

 

KENYON: I’m with a man at the sharp end of human trafficking.  

The people he investigates, for the charity Hope for Justice, are a dangerous lot.   

 

JOHN: I must reiterate it is very important that we don’t reveal 

where we work from.  It is very important that we remain covert. 
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KENYON: Okay, and is it up here, up the stairs? 

 

JOHN: Yes, straight up the stairs. 

 

ACTUALITY CLIMBING STAIRS 

 

KENYON: This is John.  I can’t tell you his surname.  He used to 

be an undercover police officer.  Now, from this building that I’m not allowed to describe, 

somewhere in the West Midlands, he and his colleagues take on trafficking gangs - people 

who use migrants as modern day slaves.  For many, their industry of choice is waste 

management. 

 

JOHN: It is prevalent.  We’ve discovered several organised 

crime groups that seek to recruit people in their own countries, seek to target vulnerable 

people.  Waste management and recycling is a business that attracts a large workforce, it does 

attract a large migrant workforce, and I think the traffickers see it as a cash cow for them.  

They see it as an area where they can offload their victims, where they can get good returns 

on victimising them and exploiting them for extended periods of time.  

 

KENYON: The critical moment for John and his colleagues is the 

rescue - when they go and seize the victim from the traffickers.  These moments are planned 

with military precision.  Recently, they rolled into action to save Sara.  We’ve changed the 

name of people in her story, and her words are spoken by an actor. 

 

MUSIC 

 

SARA: I was living in a rural area of Poland.  Life for us was 

hard there, because my partner, Tomas, was out of work and my wages as a carer were low.  

Last autumn, Tomas was approached by an old school friend called Victor who offered us 

work in the UK.  It sounded ideal – he promised accommodation, travel costs, guaranteed 

work and an income of about £300 a week. He said we’d have to pay about £100 a week for 

food and rent.  We were excited – it was the chance of a new life and a better standard of 

living. 
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KENYON: As soon as the couple arrived in England, the 

exploitation began.   

 

SARA: We were taken by car by a guy called Pawel, an 

associate of Victor’s, to a house that Victor was running.  Things started to go wrong in the 

first week.  I was taken to four different banks and made to open an account.  I couldn’t speak 

English, I had no control over the cards and we were told our debts had risen to £3,000 a 

month.  I was forced to take a job at a waste disposal site and my wages went into the account 

Victor was controlling.  He took all the money, the pay slips went to his email so I had no 

idea what I was earning. 

 

KENYON: Sara’s job entailed long hours sorting rubbish at the 

dump.  Other migrants have been found in human kennels at such places, or sleeping on the 

waste itself.  Sara’s ordeal could have continued longer had it not been for a co-worker who 

noticed that, even on pay day, she was going hungry. 

 

SARA: I was desperate, I was scrounging food at work.  But 

that’s what got me noticed.   

 

KENYON: Hope for Justice managed to make contact with Sara 

and began planning a delicate rescue mission.  Sara’s employers had no idea she was being 

used as bonded labour.  It had all been done through an agency by the traffickers.  But John 

and his colleagues needed to make sure those traffickers were out of the picture before 

descending on the dump. 

  

JOHN: We turned up at the recycling site at 5.30 in the 

morning.  It was very quiet, most of the workers had just gone into work.  We think that is the 

safest time to do it. 

 

KENYON: What kind of state was she in when you saw her? 

 

JOHN: Very nervous.  You could see that she was distraught, 

quietly.  She did, towards the end of the conversation, break down in tears and I think that 

was a combination of relief at having told us what had happened, and also still an element of 
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JOHN cont: fear was there.  Yes, she was physically okay, but you 

could see that emotionally she was in a mess and she found it difficult to talk to us and to 

open up, but once she had done that, you could see that there was a degree of relief. 

 

KENYON: Now Sara is safe and well and far away from the waste 

sector.  Hers was an emotional, though satisfying rescue for John, but the waste sector now 

accounts for 40% of his work on modern day slavery. 

 

JOHN: We’ve found people sleeping on cardboard boxes 

within sites, sleeping on dirty and bed bug infested mattresses.  We have seen them with no 

access to toilet facilities, no washing, cleaning or showering facilities. 

 

KENYON: So these are people sometimes actually living and 

sleeping amongst the rubbish? 

 

JOHN: That is certainly true.  They live amongst the rubbish 

and often they can be locked inside the premises overnight as a security issue.  They remain 

inside these premises.  It is unbelievable, to be quite honest.  Very upsetting when you see 

conditions that some of our victims live in.  [MUSIC]  When we turn up, the people are just 

entirely flabbergasted that they are being accommodated in a hotel.  They often say things to 

us like, great, I am going to be able to sleep on a clean bed with fresh bedlinen, I am going to 

be able to have a shower in the morning, I am going to be able to shave, I’m going to be able 

to wash, have something to eat.  And often you can see tears in their eyes because of their 

change of circumstances.  At least it is that first step to their recovery. 

 

ACTUALITY AT STATION 

 

KENYON: But it’s not just people traffickers.  Gangs normally 

associated with violence, drugs, and money laundering have found opportunities to utilise 

their pre-existing networks.  I’m here to meet a man who knows the picture from inside that 

world.  Our rendezvous is behind London’s Kings Cross station, an area once notorious for 

gangs and prostitution, but now a gentrified, lantern-lit buzz of restaurants and bars. 
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FRENCH: My name is Stephen French.  I am what’s known as a 

reformed gangster.  I was known as The Devil. 

 

KENYON: Why did they call you The Devil? 

 

FRENCH: Well, let’s just say I was a notorious criminal. 

 

KENYON: Now a Christian, Stephen French has kept in contact 

with the underworld he left behind, and knows the trends, innovative ways of making money 

in what he calls the G life - the gangster life.  

 

FRENCH: What you have to understand, right, the 21
st
 century 

mainline criminal, you have to have a revenue stream, and my understanding of the waste 

management industry is this.  Those who have waste to get rid of, if you have your 

paperwork in order, if you have the licences, they are not really interested in where you are 

going to dump your toxic waste, and the amount of revenue that friends of mine that have 

been involved in that field have told me that is available, legitimate money as long as you pay 

your VAT on what you are doing, yeah, and you can get away with where you are dumping 

your waste, is absolutely astronomical, and all it is down to is having a registered company 

paying for the licences, yeah right, and having somebody legitimate to front that firm for you.  

The companies that produce this waste are not really interested where the waste goes, they 

are only interested in if you have got your paperwork and they can say we give our waste to 

somebody with the paperwork – now that is the grey area. 

 

KENYON: Have you any idea what kind of people are infiltrating 

this area, waste crime? 

 

FRENCH: With the advance of police surveillance techniques, the 

world of the import of narcotics is shrinking and shrinking.  The custodial sentences that go 

alongside those crimes, when compared to the fines and the custodial sentences that go along 

by breaking some licensing laws with regards to toxic waste, the money can be the same and 

the jail is miniscule. 
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KENYON: Stephen French finished his glass of sparkling water 

and slipped off into the night, but what he’d told me I wanted to discuss with those on the 

other side - people who’ve spent their lives chasing men like French’s associates. 

 

ACTUALITY IN OFFICE 

 

MAN: What I’ve done, John … can you speak quickly? 

  

KENYON: In a brightly lit, busy East London office, ringed by TV 

monitors and files of evidence, John Cushion is piecing together his latest investigation into 

waste crime.  He used to be in the Metropolitan Police, and developed skills that come in 

useful for his new role - Head of Newham Council’s fly-tipping taskforce.  It might sound 

low-key in comparison, but after two years in the post, he’s found he’s investigating some of 

the same people as before. 

 

CUSHION: We do know some of the offenders have got records 

for violence and they are unsavoury characters.  A lot of witnesses are too scared to give 

evidence against them and that presents its own problems. 

 

KENYON: What’s so attractive in this sector for criminals? 

 

CUSHION: Low risk, high reward is definitely the attraction here, 

you know.  When you compare it to taking part in drugs operations, the custodial sentence 

imposed for being involved, of supplying drugs would be far higher than you would, you  

know, for dumping this sort of waste.   

 

KENYON: He and his team, consisting largely of retired 

detectives, have been involved in Operation Bayleaf, which links Newham with industrial-

scale tipping in the area of the frontier farmers in Essex.  And there’s good news - they seem 

to have had a breakthrough, or least caught one of the foot soldiers, even if those above him 

remain at large.  He’s Patrick Egan, a prolific waste criminal.  

 

CUSHION: He lives in Essex, in his mid-thirties.  Been involved in 

this sort of activity for some time, we believe.  We know he’d been connected with other 
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CUSHION cont: offences that we have been investigating, and some of 

the associates overlapped, and we know he’s being paid by an unnamed party to deposit 

waste for we don’t know how much in vulnerable sites in various parts of London and Essex. 

 

KENYON: Egan was in court at the start of October, prosecuted 

this time by the Environment Agency itself, and he pleaded guilty to five waste crime 

offences for which he was jailed for two weeks in total.  In fact, he had to appear by video 

link - he was already serving an eight month sentence for dumping twenty tons of waste in 

the middle of a road in the middle of the day, last year. 

 

CUSHION: He needed organised means to do this and somebody 

paying him a sum of money that was probably further up the food chain in fly-tipping. 

 

KENYON: Did you know where he got the waste from? 

 

CUSHION: No we don’t, no.   

 

KENYON: This is a problem, isn’t it, that when you prosecute a 

crime like this, actually there’s a whole chain of people involved and it’s very difficult to get 

all the way through to the end of it? 

 

CUSHION: Yeah, there is, and this particular case, this is coming 

from some of them further up the hierarchy chain who is, you know, making large amounts of 

money at this, and Patrick Egan obviously gets a lot less, but people are making big money 

out of this activity. 

 

KENYON: But there’s no respite on the horizon for John Cushion, 

or any others tackling waste crime on the front line.  At his hi-tech recycling plant near 

Heathrow, Dan Cooke is a worried man.  He’s the lead for the Environmental Services 

Association on waste crime, and his calculations suggest a looming crisis.  In a decade’s time, 

he says, our waste production will be racing way ahead of our capacity to dispose of it. 

 

ACTUALITY AT RECYCLING PLANT 
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COOKE: We as a sector have estimated there will be a capacity 

shortfall of between 3 and 6 million tons by about 2025. 

 

KENYON: And what does that mean when you say capacity 

shortfall? 

 

COOKE: So it means there will be that much residual waste or 

black bag waste with nowhere to go.   

 

KENYON: Because you say we’re moving towards this point now. 

 

COOKE: We reckon that capacity gap will begin to appear from 

2025 onwards.  There is a shortage at the moment, but the landfills are closing down one by 

one, but there are some regional shortages, but they will become more acute as we go into the 

next few years. 

 

KENYON: Capacity has been shrinking even more dramatically 

since January this year, when China said it no longer wanted to be the world’s biggest 

garbage dump.  It stopped taking its annual half a million tons of the UK’s plastic waste, 

which was sorted and ready for recycling.  Now it’s building up here.  In healthcare too, the 

recent scandal over the build-up of hundreds of tons of clinical waste was blamed, by the 

private contractor involved, on what it said were shortfalls in the UK’s incineration capacity. 

Meanwhile, in mainstream waste, capacity shortfall could provide opportunities for more 

crime.  

 

COOKE: That's where the potential for waste to end up in the 

wrong place, going into unlicensed sites, being illegally stored, for example, at unpermitted 

sites, that’s where the problems start, so we as a sector have to step up.  We have to make 

sure that we’re investing as much as we can providing the service and the facilities, but 

regulation, Government has to make that attractive for us as well, and then you have to have 

the enforcement to keep the pressure on, to make sure the waste is coming to the responsible 

contractors. 

 

ACTUALITY IN ESSEX 
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KENYON: Back on the Essex frontier, there’s a new waste gang in 

town - this time dropping tons of used tyres on farmland.  Ed Ford and George Young feel 

they are fighting a battle, not just against the tippers, but to save the very essence of British 

life. 

 

YOUNG: I am trying really hard to be massively ecological on 

the farm.  I’m always thinking about the environment, and then people go and just put blights 

like this on our countryside, which it is just really upsetting for me on that basis.   

 

FORD: All farmers are passionate about the countryside and I 

am here hopefully for between 80 and 100 years, fingers crossed, and all I want to do is hand 

the farm over and the countryside over to the next generation in better condition than I 

received it.  And at the moment we are actually going backwards. 

 

MUSIC 


