Norfolk’s ‘Wild West’ sees surge in fly tipping and illegal waste burning
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In Norfolk, a region encompassing Walton Highway, the Walpoles, and Terrington St Clement, has emerged as a notable hotspot for waste crimes such as fly tipping and illegal waste burning. These alarming trends have been highlighted in a recent heat map released by the Environment Agency, revealing that the region receives an average of 16 reports per week. This is part of a larger issue in East Anglia, where over the past two years, a staggering 1,678 incidents have been reported, with an estimated 34,000 tonnes of waste being unlawfully managed annually. Despite these figures, the Environment Agency has not provided specific numbers for Norfolk alone, leaving local authorities and residents keen for more detailed insights.
Julian Kirk, a Reform county councillor representing the affected area, has described Walton Highway as Norfolk's "Wild West" due to the high levels of waste crime. Although Norfolk Police have stated that these concerns are not reflected in their crime statistics, the Environment Agency's findings suggest that the councillor’s concerns might hold some merit. Areas such as the A148 have been identified as frequent dumping grounds, where West Norfolk Council recently discovered significant amounts of rubbish discarded in laybys.
The geography of the area plays a critical role in the escalation of these incidents. The sparse population and the open fen landscape create numerous secluded spots for potential offenders to dump waste without the fear of being caught. Additionally, the proximity of Walton Highway to larger towns like King's Lynn and Wisbech, along with key transport links on the A47 and A17, further enhances its appeal to "waste cowboys."
The impact of fly tipping extends beyond aesthetics; it has significant economic implications, costing the UK around £1 billion annually. A report reveals that just 25% of such incidents are officially recorded, highlighting a pervasive issue of underreporting across the region. Councils, such as Fenland District Council, have made efforts to recover illegally dumped waste, with recent figures indicating that 15 tonnes were cleaned up from roads leading to the A47.
However, responses to rising fly tipping incidents vary across local authorities. Norwich, for instance, has reported a disturbing increase in illegal waste dumping, with 5,297 cases in the 2022-23 period, up from 4,805 the previous year. The city’s ‘Love Norwich’ campaign is ongoing, aiming to tackle this growing concern, and received an additional £100,000 to boost its operations. New measures include the installation of high-quality CCTV cameras at known fly-tipping hotspots, leading to investigations and subsequent penalties imposed on offenders.
Moreover, the government is taking a multifaceted approach to combat these environmental crimes. The recent introduction of the "Plan for Change" aims to bear down on waste offenders with increased penalties, including the authority for councils to seize and crush vehicles used in illegal dumping. Circular economy minister Mary Creagh stated that the government is committed to eradicating organised crime that profits from waste dumping, reflecting a heightened focus on environmental protections.
As local councils and government bodies battle against the rise of waste crimes, it remains vital for communities to remain vigilant and report any suspicious activities. Citizens are encouraged to utilise resources such as the Environment Agency’s hotline to contribute to the fight against this environmental challenge.
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