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Philip Duffy          
Chief Executive          
Environment Agency Head Office        
Horizon House,         , 
Bristol,           
BS1 5AH          

19 June 2024 
By recorded delivery 

Dear Mr Duffy, 

Environment Agency’s ongoing failure to ensure that advice received about  
the adverse health effects of incinerator emissions was accurate 

 
It was very wrong of the Environment Agency (EA) to ignore the concern of the late Alan Dalton, Regional Director 
of the EA’s North East Region (1999-2001) about how the EA ignored the health concerns of those near 
incinerators and landfill sites. 
 
Environment Minister, the Rt Hon Michael Meacher MP appointed Mr Dalton to the Board of the EA, was also 
wrong to sack him in December 2001 after receiving Mr Dalton’s August 2001 report “Just who does the 
Environment Agency protect?” and a request that he either “back him or sack him”. 
 
“Burning issues 
Row breaks out over role of the environment agency 
Paul Brown 
Wed 12 Sep 2001 08.22 BST 
 
As the environment agency meets for its annual meeting today, it is embroiled in a public row with one member 
of its 15-strong board who has issued a "back me or sack me" ultimatum to the environment minister, Michael 
Meacher. Alan Dalton says his attempts to fulfill his brief of improving the agency's protection of the public have 
been obstructed. 
Dalton was appointed to the board of Britain's biggest quango, with its 10,500 workforce, in January 1999 by 
Meacher to inject new thinking, but says he has failed and attacks a "culture of secrecy and defensiveness". He 
says the agency has lost its way in its role of cutting air, water and ground pollution. 
In a letter to the minister, Dalton says: "I am not satisfied that the environment agency is currently protecting its 
employees, communities and environment from damage to the best of its ability." 
…continues 
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2001/sep/12/guardiansocietysupplement10 
 
The EA was sure to have a copy of Alan Dalton’s above report which contained “case studies” for the Byker 
incinerator in Newcastle and the Normanton landfill site near Wakefield. 
 
The enclosed copy of the South London Press article “Health risks”, by Julia Lewis (4 May 2007) has the following: 
 

“Chris Smith, of the Government’s Environmental Protection Directorate said that:  
‘no permit would be issued to an incinerator operator if a health risk was likely.’” 

 
The above article reported my research in which I’d mapped infant mortality rates (IMRs) at electoral ward level 
in London aggregated for the three years 2003-2005 and found elevated rates downwind of the SELCHP 
incinerator. 
It would have been a matter of minutes for an EA employee to look at published ONS data for London Boroughs 
to see whether or not the had been a worsening of IMRs in Boroughs exposed to incinerator emissions after 
SELCHP started operating. 
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The enclosed graph shows a closely-matched downward trend of IMRs in the Boroughs of Lewisham, Newham, 
Tower Hamlets and Wandsworth prior to the start of SELCHP in 1993 and a post-SELCHP rise in the “exposed” 
Boroughs of Lewisham, Newham and Tower Hamlets while the IMRs in the upwind Borough of Wandsworth 
continued a downward trend. 
 
The Greater London Authority was alerted to the incinerator link with infant mortality as you can see from the 
enclosed first page of Case Reference MGLA0611106-0335 following my email to Ken Livingstone and Assembly 
Members on 6 November 2006.  The subject heading of my email was “Infant mortality rates around Edmonton 
incinerator, 2003-5” and the matter was dismissed as not urgent on 9 November 2006. 
 
I’ve looked at “groups of four” London wards that form a single group (2002-2013 ONS data) and these four, 
which are clustered around the Edmonton incinerator, had a higher average infant death rate than any other 
group of four wards in London and was fifteen times greater that the lowest group of Bromley wards below: 
  

  
  
The four Bromley wards below, which had very low infant death rates during the same 12 years, also form a single 
group - but are relatively free from incinerator emissions. 
  

  
Waltham Forest’s infant mortality rate in 1968-70 (Edmonton incinerator started in 1971) was 16.3 per 1,000 live 
births, which was the same as Richmond upon Thames and was the joint-20th highest rate in London, but by 1978-
80 Waltham Forest had the highest in London at 16.6 per 1,000 live births.  Seven North London Boroughs had a 
financial interest in the Edmonton incinerator. 
 
Daniel Kawczynski MP kindly purchased from ONS a long set of infant mortality rates at Council level which 
enabled me to plot graphs showing sudden post-incinerator rises in rates of infant deaths in Councils exposed to 
emissions from incinerators at Byker (your officers could have checked ONS data after Alan Dalton’s “incinerator 
case study” about Byker in his August 2001 report to Michael Meacher MP), Sheffield, Birmingham, Kirklees, 
Bolton, Dudley, Nottingham, Coventry, Wolverhampton etc., all of which showed that the enclosed SELCHP graph 
wasn’t a “one-off” that could be ignored as an outlier.  
 
As well as demonstrating beyond any reasonable doubt that exposure to incinerator emissions must be causally 
linked to higher rates of infant deaths, the graphs also show that those who publish studies claiming that 
incinerator emissions don’t adversely affect infant mortality are wrong to reach such a conclusion after adjusting 
ONS data for deprivation, ethnicity and socioeconomic status. 
 
It’s futile to argue that the incinerators named above are irrelevant as they are “older” because similar post-
incinerator rises in rates of infant deaths occur in Councils exposed to emissions as ONS data show for 
incinerators starting in Hartlebury, Shrewsbury, Splott, Four Ashes, Greatmoor, Belvedere, Crymlyn Burrows, 
Plymouth, Exeter etc. 
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It would be a mistake for the EA to blame lack of knowledge of any of the above on the former Health Protection 
Agency (HPA) as the HPA promised in August 2003 to check data around incinerators and landfill sites because of 
health concerns of residents.  That HPA promise might have been a belated response to the concerns raised by 
Alan Dalton in his August 2001 report “Just who does the Environment Agency protect?” 
 
The enclosed News and Star article “Death fears over waste incinerator”, by Paul McTaggart (21 April 2023) 
mentions the fifteen-fold difference in the rates of infant mortality between a group of four electoral wards 
clustered around the Edmonton incinerator and four Bromley wards (2002-2013 ONS data). 
 
The article also quotes me as follows: 
 
“I’m shocked and horrified every time I hear of a new (incinerator) plant opening, like the one in Carlisle.” 
 
And: 
 
“They (The UK Health Security Agency) say one thing but the data show that there is an impact to health – it’s a 
paradox.  What would you rather take – someone’s word, or the data?” 
 
The EA is also quoted in the article: 
 
“However, we are unable to refuse a permit (for an incinerator) if we cannot find any evidence that the operation 
of such a site may cause significant harm to the environment or human health.” 
 
If an inquiry were held into the EA’s performance over the incinerator link with infant mortality, you of one of 
your senior officers is likely to be asked: 
 
“Given the many news reports about a link between exposure to incinerator emissions and elevated rates of 
infant deaths, what action was taken to determine the truth of the matter over the last seventeen-plus years 
since the Enfield Advertiser three-page article of 25th April 2007 by Henry Ellis, which had the headline: “THE BABY 
KILLER?” over a photograph of the Edmonton incinerator?”   
I’ve enclosed a copy of the firts page of that article. 
 
In March 2008, I used FoI to ask the HPA for a list of incinerators around which they’d examined the rates of 
illness and rates of premature deaths at all ages at electoral ward level around incinerators and compared 
upwind-v-downwind wards.  Justin McCracken’s reply admitted that no such data had been examined around any 
incinerator.   
 
I’ve enclosed a copy of the Dorking Advertiser article “Incinerator fury as bosses admit to no health checks:  
Protestors say that agency is failing to protect public from illness”, by Nicole Le Marie  
(22 May 2008).   The enclosed Surrey Mirror article (22 May 2008): “Chill winds over fumes risk from incinerator” 
ends: “The HPA was unavailable for comment as the Mirror went to press”. 
 
 
I’ve also enclosed a copy of Justin McCracken’s letter to me dated 8th June 2009, with subject heading “Proposed 
incinerator at Harlescott” and which ends: 
 
“Furthermore, the reason we have not studied ‘the rates of illness or premature deaths at electoral ward level 
around any incinerator’, is that the number of people around an incinerator is too small to detect whether or not 
the incinerator is having an impact on health.” 
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The following is on page 9 of the EA’s December 2017 report: Regulating for people, the environment and growth 
This summary covers England and is for the calendar year 2016. Where data is only available by financial year, it is 
based on the financial year April 2016 to March 2017”: 
 
“Cleaner air  
 
Air pollution is caused by natural sources and by people's activities. These activities include the combustion of 
fuels for heat and power, industrial processes and manufacturing, and transport. Air quality is the fourth biggest 
public health risk, behind cancer, obesity and cardiovascular disease, and is the biggest environmental threat to 
health. Nitrogen oxides (NOx), sulphur oxides (SOx), and fine particles irritate the airways of the lungs. They 
increase the symptoms of those suffering from lung diseases and can exacerbate heart conditions. The health 
problems resulting from exposure to air pollution have a high cost to society and business, including our health 
services. In the UK, these costs are more than £20 billion every year.” 
 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a82c11640f0b62305b942ad/Regulating_for_people_the_enviro
nment_and_growth_2016_summary.pdf 
 
The EA’s above report was published just a month after my November 2017 submission to the EFRA committee, 
which was made after I’d been invited to comment on the government’s air quality strategy.  My submission 
started as follows: 
 
 Written evidence submitted by Michael Ryan (IAQ0178) 
“How effectively do Government policies take into account the health and environmental impacts of poor air 
quality?” 
 
No government policy will be effective on the above unless and until expert advisers cease claiming that lower 
socioeconomic status (SES) causes higher rates of illness and higher rates of premature deaths at all 
ages.  Exposure to air pollution has been known to be the dominant cause of both for well over a century.” 
 
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/83436/html/ 
 
Dr William Brend, who was a barrister as well as a medically-qualified doctor, scrutinised the infant death rates 
for all parts of the British Isles for the year 1914 and saw that poverty couldn’t possibly be blamed and that air 
pollution must be the dominant causal factor.  The rates ranged from 38 per 1000 live births in rural County 
Roscommon to 184 per 1,000 in the textile town of Ashton-under-Lyne.   
 
 
The preface of his “Health and The State” (Constable, 1917) starts as follows: 
 
“A healthy population is the finest form of national wealth, and in an industrialised country its possession 
depends to a large extent upon the completeness of the Public Health services and the success they achieve in 
securing a sound environment.” 
 
The following is on page 87: 
 
“The Effect of a Smoke- and Dust-polluted Atmosphere 
  
We have now examined, with one exception, the main factors which might be held to account for a high rate of 
infant mortality, and we find that differences neither in poverty, bad housing, insufficient feeding, defective 
sanitation, disease, industrial occupation of women, nor malnutrition of mothers can be regarded as adequate to 
explain the excessive and widespread difference between urban and rural rates of infant mortality. The factor 
which remains to be examined is that of smoke and dust in the atmosphere. Dirtiness of the air appears to be the 
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one constant accompaniment of a high infant mortality: purity of the atmosphere is the one great advantage 
which the agricultural labourer of Wiltshire, the Connaught peasant, and the poverty-stricken crofter of the 
Highlands enjoy over the resident in the town. In the opinion of the writer, a smoky and dusty atmosphere as a 
cause of infant mortality far transcends all other influences.” 
  
The entire text of “Health and the State” is online, thanks to UCLA: 
  
http://archive.org/stream/healthstate00bren/healthstate00bren_djvu.txt 
  
My late father-in-law had a copy of Black’s Medical Dictionary and this sentence shows that the medical 
profession should have been aware that increased exposure to pollution from industrial and domestic sources 
was causally linked to infant mortality and also that “poverty” couldn’t be blamed – otherwise all agricultural 
districts (with their historically low wages) would have had high rates.  The cleaner air, which is mostly to be 
found in agricultural districts, meant lower rates of infant deaths: 
  
"As a general rule it is lowest in agricultural districts, higher in thickly populated mining and manufacturing 
regions, and highest in large towns where textile industries are carried on and where female labour is largely 
employed." 
(Black’s Medical Dictionary, 1944 edition, page 471) 
 
Fetal growth, stillbirth, infant mortality and other birth outcomes near UK municipal waste incinerators; 
retrospective population based cohort and case-control study 
(Environ Int 2019 Jan:122:151-158.  doi: 10.1016/j.envint.2018.10.060. Epub 2018 Nov 22.) 
 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30472002/ 
 
The above report concluded that there was no link between exposure to incinerator emissions and infant 
mortality, but only after adjusting ONS data for deprivation, ethnicity and socioeconomic status. 
 
The above “adjustment of data” by the study authors was very wrong and has further delayed the truth from 
being more widely known.  The authors, who had cited the Japanese study below, should have copied Dr Tango 
and others who’d found a peak decline in risk of infant death with distance from 63 municipal incinerators 
without adjusting data. 
The conclusion of that study starts: 
 
 “Our study shows a peak-decline in risk with distance from the municipal solid waste incinerators for infant 
deaths and infant deaths with all congenital malformations combined.” 
 
(Risk of adverse reproductive outcomes associated with proximity to municipal solid waste incinerators with high 
dioxin emission levels in Japan.  J Epidemiol. 2004 May;14(3):83-93.) 
 
There was a rapid decline in the infant mortality rate in England and Wales in te 1970s following the switch to 
“cleaner” North Sea Gas from “town gas”, which was made from coal. 
 
The abstract of “Geographical trends in infant mortality: England and Wales, 1970-2006”  
(Health Stat Q. 2008 Winter:(40):18-29.) starts: 
 
“At national level in England and Wales, infant mortality rates fell rapidly from the early 1970s and into the 
1980s” 
 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19093637/ 
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It was the above rapid fall in the England & Wales infant mortality rate that highlighted the post-incinerator rises 
in rates of infant deaths in Councils exposed to emissions from the many incinerators that started operating in the 
1970s.  The consistent pattern of post-incinerator rises in rates of infant deaths in exposed Councils in the 1970s 
show that the adjustment of ONS data for deprivation, ethnicity and socioeconomic status must be wrong. 

I’m alerting you to a massive public health scandal that the Environment Agency could have been aware of within 
a few years of its formation in 1996. 

Staff from Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Pollution, who became part of the EA in that year, would have given 
permission for the SELCHP incinerator and should have had a continuing duty of care to ensure that emissions 
from that incinerator had no adverse impact on health. 

The enclosed SELCHP graph clearly shows the sudden reversal of previously falling infant mortality rates in 
London Boroughs most exposed to incinerator emissions.  That graph I prepared in December 2012 also clearly 
shows that it was wrong to adjust ONS data for deprivation, ethnicity and socioeconomic status. 

The headline: “If it was dangerous it wouldn’t be built, say incinerator bosses” of the enclosed Dorking Advertiser 
article of 17 January 2008 would only be reasonable if relevant data had been honestly examined to demonstrate 
beyond any reasonable doubt that there was no health risk from emissions, but no such work was carried out.   

Note that the above article has an electoral ward map of Kirklees showing elevated rates of infant mortality 
(2003-2005 ONS data) downwind of the Kirklees incinerator.   In 2009, Kirklees Council made a legal threat against 
anti-incinerator group DISC who’d shown the same slide at a public meeting in June 2009.    

https://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/4472880.legal-threats-waste-dispute/ 

The same map, together with others, was shown by me at an anti-incinerator public meeting at Costessey 
High School, Norwich on 29 January 2007, where I’m sure that at least one EA employee was present 
among the 300 or so attendees.  The lecture started as follows, and it’s the “lack of scientific merit” that 
undermines the opinion of those claiming no harm from incinerator emissions. 

“Should past failures to get justice over health damage from industrial 
PM2.5 emissions from incinerators etc. discourage further efforts? 

By Michael Ryan BSc, C Eng., MICE 

Some background 

Action groups, or communities in the UK wishing to prove health damage from an industrial source of particles 
small enough to get into the lungs fail for a variety of reasons - but not due to lack of scientific merit. 

In May 2002, I gave a lecture at UMIST called “Listening to local concerns” which was later published by 
TOXCAT, and is still online in the December 2002 issue, and which gave some detail of the Walsall scandal.” 

 

     Yours sincerely, 

 

     Michael Ryan 

 

 


