Environment Agency crackdown exposes £747,000 Packaging Export Recovery Note fraud
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The recent crackdown on fraudulent packaging export note schemes by the Environment Agency (EA) underscores the growing concerns over waste-related crime in the UK. Following a significant investigation, two men from London were arrested in connection with a £747,000 scheme involving the unlawful sale of Packaging Export Recovery Notes (PERNs). The arrests took place at properties in Chelsea and Westminster, bringing the total number of individuals detained in this investigation to four, including previous arrests in Manchester.
The EA’s operation is a response to allegations that fictitious export notes were issued and sold by a suspected shell company. These notes serve as compliance evidence for businesses that produce packaging waste, requiring them to contribute to recycling and disposal costs. The implications of such fraud are severe, as it not only harms legitimate businesses but also undermines the integrity of the recycling system. As Matt Hindle, Head of Policy at the Environmental Services Association, aptly noted, "Fraud in packaging export schemes damages legitimate businesses that follow the rules and ultimately undermines confidence in the recycling system altogether."
The EA has emphasised that the increasing value associated with PERNs has made them a target for organised crime, with criminals often falsely claiming to have exported non-existent or incorrectly sourced waste. Fraud in this sector has reportedly risen dramatically over the past three years, with the EA's efforts revealing that criminals have falsely presented packaging waste that has either never existed or had already been claimed, costing the UK economy an estimated £1 billion each year.
The issue extends beyond the immediate arrests, reflecting a broader pattern of waste crime in the UK. Previous arrests in this investigation occurred in March, when two men were detained in Manchester as part of a collaborative effort with the North West Regional Organised Crime Unit. Vernon Smith, Acting Deputy Director for Environmental Markets and Regulation at the EA, reiterated the dangers of waste crime, stating, "Fraud in the recycling industry is waste crime. It undercuts legitimate businesses investing in growth in the circular economy." The EA's strategy includes enhancing their investigative team and employing skilled professionals to tackle the complexities of such fraudulent activities.
Notably, environmental charity RECOUP has called for a comprehensive review of the packaging recovery note system, highlighting inherent weaknesses that may contribute to fraudulent practices. The current framework fails to adequately prevent waste crime, prompting a plea for overhaul to ensure a stable system that accurately reflects recycled content claims. Industry voices argue that the packaging recovery note system creates an uneven playing field, with problematic practices allowing non-target contamination to be overlooked in exported materials while being penalised domestically. This discrepancy fuels concerns over the legitimacy of exported recyclables.
Additionally, recent developments indicate that the EA is ramping up enforcement, having already arrested 17 individuals linked to PERN frauds in 2024 alone. The agency’s proactive measures include freezing accounts linked to criminal activities and collaborating internationally to gather intelligence and evidence against organised crime networks involved in waste export fraud. The increased regulatory scrutiny is imperative as the UK aims to meet forthcoming waste recycling targets; however, it will require comprehensive strategies that prioritise both enforcement and prevention.
As environmental regulations evolve and the market for recycling becomes increasingly lucrative, the challenge of ensuring integrity in the waste management sector remains pressing. The EA encourages public assistance in tackling fraud by reporting any suspicious activities, reinforcing the critical role of community vigilance in maintaining trust in the recycling system. 
In summary, the investigation into the fraudulent activities surrounding packaging export notes not only highlights immediate legal actions but also raises significant questions about the future of waste management in the UK. The call for reform echoes louder as the industry grapples with the complexities of ensuring compliance while thwarting criminal initiatives that threaten economic and environmental stability. 
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