RESPONSE TO THE GOVERNMENT CONSULTATION ON THE DISTRIBUTION OF THE £140 MILLION WASTE MINIMISATION AND RECYCLING FUND IN ENGLAND
Waste Watch
Waste Watch is the UK's leading NGO, promoting action on sustainable resource use with a focus on the "3Rs" - waste reduction, reuse and recycling. Waste Watch has over 400 members from a wide cross-section of local authorities, the community and voluntary sector, business, other agencies and individuals. Waste Watch is supported nationally by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs' Environmental Action Fund, together with project funding from waste management companies through the Landfill Tax Credits Scheme, a wide range of corporate supporters and our cross-sectoral membership. 

In our response, we concentrate our comments on the specific questions asked in the consultation document, and have numbered the sections according to the numbering in the Government's consultation document.


3. Objectives of the fund 
Do you agree that applications should be supported by a strategic view on what needs to be achieved? Do you agree that the quality of a strategy should be a factor in determining grants?
As outlined in the consultation document, local authorities have been encouraged and, through the Best Value framework, required to develop a strategic approach to recycling/composting and waste treatment. Waste Watch therefore welcomes the Government's proposal to include in its application criteria the requirement that applications be supported by documentation illustrating the local authorities' strategic approach to waste management services.

Although including such a requirement as part of the application process introduces an element of subjectivity, especially if the quality of the strategy is a factor in determining the grants, this does send a signal to local authorities that the Government is seeking to award funding based upon the content of strategy rather than whether it exists or not. Further guidance, or supporting application questions, are also likely to be necessary to give local authorities an indication of minimum quality requirements for these strategies. For example, to what extent would the Government like to see waste management practices (and here we include recycling, reuse, minimisation and composting, among other activities) linked to social and economic regeneration? Would it expect the local/regional strategy to go beyond the Best Value targets? Will it consider how any supporting strategy documents include partnership working in its implementation? What is it seeking from longer-term strategies? 


Waste minimisation, reuse and recycling
Do you agree that both waste minimisation and recycling work should be supported, but that the priority for the Fund should be recycling and composting? Do you agree that action on waste growth should be a factor in determining grants?
Waste Watch is pleased to note that waste minimisation activities are being considered for inclusion in applications, and indeed that the name of the Fund has been extended beyond recycling to include the words "waste minimisation". Further details follow below on the approach to funding, but it is worth adding to this section that waste minimisation activities are one of the ways better performing authorities can help to achieve (and exceed) at least their statutory targets. For those poorer performing authorities who are not offering kerbside schemes or very few bring sites to their residents, it is unlikely that they will focus on waste minimisation activities as a means of achieving their targets. Instead, these will need to provide the infrastructure to facilitate the change in behaviour required of the public. It is easier to communicate changes in purchasing decisions (one of the behavioural changes required to reduce waste) to people who are more waste aware (and these are likely to have either a kerbside scheme or previous communications from the local authority on waste issues) than to suggest such changes in an area where there has previously been limited focus on the issue. Therefore, Waste Watch suggests that waste minimisation activities be given more weight to applications from better performing authorities but that funding for these activities should not necessarily be restricted to this group.

Waste Watch recognises that it is difficult to quantify waste minimisation and to make a direct causal link between communication on this and any reduction in waste arisings. However, as a means of moving up the waste hierarchy, waste minimisation activities need to be funded if experience is to be gained which can then be communicated more broadly and replicated by the poorer performing authorities who form the majority. Such activities will usually be focused around public communication and education, which historically have been overlooked and undervalued, rather than provision of infrastructure. Although it is not relevant to this consultation, Waste Watch suggests that the Government create a waste minimisation networking group to allow for best practice to be developed and then communicated more widely. It might be worth considering setting up such a group in relation to the awarding of monies through this Fund, especially as such a group could help provide an element of the monitoring and evaluation process, which forms part of this consultation.

Waste minimisation activities targeted at the public could also enhance current, and encourage further, activities focused on and being undertaken by manufacturers in minimising waste in their production processes. It is generally recognised that the public does not understand that it has responsibility for the waste it produces and that the problem is "theirs". Encouraging local authorities to undertake waste minimisation activities is one of the ways that this lack of understanding can be corrected and the "are you doing your bit?" message can be more widely communicated.

We expect that the better performing local authorities have a better understanding of the waste composition and arisings of their municipal waste. We make this assumption on the basis that they will have l needed to gain this knowledge in order to design and invest in more intensive kerbside and bring schemes; or that they will have gained some relevant experience through the provision of the services. Therefore, Waste Watch suggests that action on waste growth be included in the application process for better performing authorities, and as one of the criteria for assessing the quality of an authority's recycling strategy.


4. Approach to funding and priorities
In general terms, do you agree that the funds should be used selectively rather than distributed on a formula basis? If you think it should be on a formula basis, what formula should be used?
The Government sets out in its consultation document its thinking on allocation mechanisms, and in particular why it suggests that the funds not be distributed to all local authorities or only to waste disposal authorities. Although we appreciate that a "challenge fund" approach of distributing the funds selectively adds an administrative burden to applicants and application assessors, we think that these burdens are worthwhile, considering the benefits of not diluting the funds across all the local authorities and discriminating between the waste disposal authorities.

A "challenge fund" approach allows the Government to better target activities it wishes to encourage. It also provides the opportunity to make less blunt the distribution of the monies by taking into consideration other factors which are likely to have an impact upon how the monies are spent by the local authorities. In a recent Waste Watch report, No Waste of Money: How Recycling can be Funded i, analysing how funds could be spent to support recycling, the relationships between this Fund and other funds were considered. These other funds included the Landfill Tax Credit Scheme (LTCS), the Private Finance Initiative (PFI), the New Opportunities Fund's Transforming the Communities fund, and regeneration funds. In the report, it is argued that the Government should consider not making the funds available to local authorities that have had successful PFI bids. However, funds from the LTCS and Transforming the Communities might better enhance the activities detailed in a local authority's application for this Fund. Waste Watch therefore suggests that, in addition to choosing the "challenge fund" approach, the Government considers the inclusion in distribution mechanisms an element of matching funding for some or all of the applications. Further details follow in this section in response to the question about match funding.

If funds are distributed on a selective basis do you agree with the priorities set out above? Are there others?
Waste Watch welcomes the Government's view on these funds that they should provide an extra boost to increase recycling capacity and not replace funds which authorities should be spending anyway. Although there are various reasons why poorer performing authorities will not have allocated sufficient funds to recycling/composting, this does not mean that it is acceptable for this area of activity to continue to be neglected by such authorities. Indeed, some regions which have clear social, housing and employment issues to tackle as a priority have identified recycling and composting activities as an element of their regeneration plans. Since the Fund is not meant to replace local authority spending on waste minimisation and recycling/composting, and if the funds are to be distributed selectively, it is appropriate that the Government establishes from the outset, the priority activities it is seeking to fund.

In relation to the priority activities set out by the Government, Waste Watch welcomes these priority areas not least because they seek to help eliminate, or reduce the impact of, some barriers to recycling and better performance. For some authorities, the question of economies of scale prevent further recycling/composting activities being implemented, and these authorities would benefit from the building of infrastructure that extends beyond the boundary of a particular local authority. Such an application could be submitted by a waste disposal authority and/or a number of local authorities, and the funding of a MRF would therefore serve to improve the recycling performance of all the relevant authorities, thereby providing better value for money to the Fund. Similarly, a waste disposal authority and/or a group of authorities could submit an application detailing a new and innovative approach amongst them. Waste Watch would argue that the Fund should support such partnership working, especially as this continues to develop the spirit of the Best Value framework. 

We also welcome the Government's priority areas targeted at lower performers in addition to activities which may be more likely to be undertaken by better resourced and/or higher performing authorities.

The Waste Watch report, No Waste of Money, suggested that the Fund could be distributed according to recycling performance bands, and quantified the number of local authorities in each of these bands. The majority of authorities (232 out of 394) will need to make great strides in order to meet the Government's first target of 25% recycling/composting by 2005, therefore this group needs some assistance if the minimum percentages are to be met. Therefore, having "substantial remedial action" as one of the priority activities for funding shows recognition that some authorities will continue to struggle to fund recycling/composting without further assistance by the Government. Although Waste Watch welcomes this recognition and support, we suggest that the Government consider linking this to another of its priority activities: helping develop new community initiatives. For some poorer performing authorities, there may be more knock-on benefits of encouraging partnership working with community groups that provide social benefits such as training or working with the long-term unemployed or people with disabilities through recycling/composting activities. It is also worth noting here that the Transforming the Communities fund could also provide monies to these activities, so it is worth considering again whether some matching funding should be required from such sources to encourage a cross-departmental approach. 


Regional allocations
Do you consider funding should be allocated on a regional basis? Should this apply to the generality of funds or only to funding set aside for partnership funding?
Waste Watch's No Waste of Money report considered a regional allocation mechanism and identified a number of reasons for not choosing this option. As the Government's consultation document states, such a basis would require greater resources to administer such a scheme which would dilute the monies away from the main aims of the Fund. In addition, the devolution and Best Value processes are still in too early a stage of existence to provide an obvious regional distribution source that would be as efficient and effective as that provided by the Government. 

However, as stated in the Government's consultation document, the Government could consider regional distribution for the 2003/4 funds or for any successor scheme that could be agreed as part of the Spending Review 2002. The benefit of regional distribution is that it would potentially encourage increased partnership working and regional planning. We therefore suggest that if a regional approach to funding is adopted in subsequent years, that this should be linked to recycling performance at the regional level, since distributing the funds equally amongst the regions would serve to move towards the equal distribution to all authorities. A regional distribution for the 2003/4 fund would also potentially link better to other sources of potential match funding, which either are or may be available on a regional basis, e.g. the New Opportunities Fund's Transforming the Communities fund. Waste Watch therefore suggests that regional distribution be considered for future monies once the devolution process is sufficiently robust to efficiently and effectively replace central distribution.

Waste Watch welcomes the Government's suggestion that it allocate a larger proportion of funds to partnership working between authorities in the second year of funding, especially as this acts as an incentive to create these partnerships or develop them further. Although Waste Watch does not have specialist technical knowledge of infrastructure development, we recognise that there may be barriers to this scenario, in particular the timing of planning processes in relation to when partnership funds might be available. We assume that responses from other experts will provide such detail, however it is worth noting that what appears to be a good concept might not work in actual practice as the system stands now.


London
Should funds be allocated to London as a block for administering through a joint venture including the Mayor for London, London Waste Action and the Association for London Government? Should this be in respect of a proportion of the whole fund or just of funding allocated to partnership working?
Administering the funds to London as a block as opposed to the separate London Boroughs and waste disposal authorities is in line with the Government's intention to allocate the Fund with value for money in mind. Although the Mayor's strategy has yet to be finalised, it is clear that it will reflect a recycling-led approach. By providing a block of money to London, in Year 1 of the fund, London would also act as a potential case study for further regional allocations of the Fund in subsequent years. Waste Watch suggests that the Government consider what structure is best suited to allocate and administer the funds as the structure would need to act independently of some of the bodies in the joint venture. The potential benefits for partnership working in London are great as the region reflects the range of authorities according to performance bands, so each of the Government's priority activities could be delivered.

Further issues for a selective scheme 
Do you agree with this possible allocation?
Do you agree with this possible prioritisation between years?
Waste Watch appreciates that it does not have sufficient technical knowledge or costing experience at the local authority level to provide a detailed response to the above questions. However, we broadly welcome the consideration of further selection criteria being included in the allocation of the Fund, and in particular welcome the recognition of, and increased emphasis on, partnership working in the second year's allocation.

Do you agree with the proposed approach to match funding?
As already stated in this response, Waste Watch is pleased that the Government has made explicit that the Fund is meant as additional monies to those which local authorities should be spending on waste minimisation and recycling/composting anyway. However, it is generally recognised that £140 million is not enough to meet the objective of reaching 17% recycling/composting by 2004, and therefore further funds will need to be levered in order to do so. Waste Watch's No Waste of Money suggested a match funding scale in relation to a local authority's recycling performance, with the match funding percentage being higher for poorer performers. It could be argued that the poorer performers are those who can benefit from regeneration funds or from the NOF Transforming the Communities funds, and that the better performers have already developed the skills to seek extra funds from other sources so have established partnerships in place.

Waste Watch supports match funding in principle as it serves to draw links between the various fragmented funding sources for recycling/composting. However, in actual practice, match funding from other sources could serve to hinder activity since these other sources frequently have different application and funding award timescales. As an example an authority could be awarded money from this Fund on condition that match funding was gained, but it may take much longer to secure these additional monies if there is a deadline for outcome/output targets to be met. 

This lack of harmonisation in funding is not something this consultation can correct. Rather, we wish to draw this situation to the Government's attention if it is considering requiring match funding for receipt of the Fund. Despite this lack of funding harmonisation, we think match funding will have other beneficial knock-on effects which will need to be assessed to ensure better strategic spending of funds and their amalgamation or harmonisation in future.

Do you agree with the proposed fit between the Fund and local PSA schemes? How do you think this might work for future local PSAs?
Waste Watch welcomes the Government's view that the Fund should not be made available to local authorities to help meet targets set under the local PSA schemes. We agree that this would, in effect, fund twice the same performance improvement. 

The questions raised by the Government on how to manage the local PSA/Fund performance improvement targets reflect the fragmentation of recycling funding, and Waste Watch suggests that this consultation might not be the best mechanism for restructuring recycling funding. However, wishing to help seek solutions to current barriers, we suggest that local authorities that have already agreed a local PSA recycling performance improvement target and that submit an application to this Fund should be required to further improve their performance targets and that receipt of the full funds from the two sources be dependent upon both targets being met. Such obvious joining-up of the two targets will serve to quicken future defragmentation of the system, and more likely provide lessons to each of the Government departments providing the funds.


5. Partnership working between authorities
6. Supporting innovation and helping achieve high performance
7. Helping turn-around low performance
8. General projects - challenge fund
9. Developing community initiatives
Waste Watch welcomes each of these priority areas as identified by the Government, and therefore our response has taken them as a whole. A roundtable discussion organised by Waste Watch in May 2001 as part of the analysis that resulted in No Waste of Money allowed for discussion on what activities should be funded via these monies. It was suggested that the Fund might best focus on activities that would help improve low performance as well as encourage high performance especially if this latter required authorities to go "beyond Best Value". We therefore welcome these specific priority areas, as well as the priority areas of partnership working between authorities and general projects. Although it might be argued that the Fund is being spread too thinly between each priority area, we suggest that it is better to provide this initial guidance to local authorities who are considering submitting applications. We suggest that the Government not require a separate application for each priority area, and that applications that meet more than one priority area might be encouraged.

Including activities on developing community initiatives in the list of priority areas for funding is a positive step, especially as this serves to assist in the further defragmentation of funding sources while also encouraging cross-sectoral partnership working between local authorities and other bodies. The community sector has a recognised role to play in delivering the Government's recycling/composting targets while also providing social benefits to local communities.


10. Application and decision-making processes
It was anticipated that the timescale for funding for 2002/3 would be tight, so Waste Watch welcomes the Government's intention to allow applications to address both years of funding. It is not clear how the Fund will be affected by Spending Review 2002, and it could be argued that there is too much uncertainty about other relevant sources of funding to be able to provide a clear response to the questions put in the consultation paper. However, it is worth stating that we agree that local authorities should not be restricted to one application per priority area, and that bids should actually be encouraged to deliver more than one priority area but not conflicting ones such as 'helping to achieve high performance' and 'helping turn-around low performance'. We also welcome the Government's suggestion that an 'expert panel' be brought together to appraise applications for 2003/4. Such a panel, however, needs to be carefully chosen. The panel will need to be formed by experts in the field, including those with knowledge and expertise in funding distribution, and potentially with direct experience of other funds which could act as match funding to the Waste Minimisation and Recycling Fund. The usual necessity for panel members to declare conflicts of interest and to retire if necessary from the decision-making process, should apply. However, it is of utmost importance that the expert panel is seen to be just that, and that it acts in a transparent manner. With many more applications than funding available, the decision-making process will need to be clear to both successful and unsuccessful candidates alike.

We have already mentioned the fragmented state of funding for recycling/composting, which we feel has hindered some progress towards meeting the Government's targets. This fragmentation is not helped by the uncertainty of other waste management mechanisms such as the level of the Landfill Tax and the future of the LTCS. For most local authorities, performance levels are dictated by the cost of providing a recycling scheme, and landfilling is still seen as a more economic option. Although the consultation document does not request such a response, we do wish to stress to Government that funding itself will not encourage local authorities to prioritise recycling/composting activities to meet the Government's targets. Other supporting mechanisms are required, and the Best Value Performance Indicators and statutory recycling targets have helped to concentrate some minds on recycling/composting, but more will be required if the English authorities as a whole are to improve their performance levels. One immediate option available is to announce in the next Budget an intention to increase the Landfill Tax beyond the escalator that currently ends in 2004. It is widely recognised that a marked increase (a doubling or trebling) in the level of the tax is welcomed.


11. Monitoring, review and reporting
Although a quantified improvement to recycling performance underpins the Government's priority areas, the potential outcomes range from the quantitative ('helping turn-around low performance') to the qualitative ('supporting innovation and helping achieve high performance', 'partnership working between authorities', 'developing community initiatives'). Therefore, it could be argued that review and reporting will need to be different according to the priority areas being delivered. We have previously stated in this response that the Government should set up a waste minimisation group to help develop best practice in this largely qualitative activity, while also helping to deliver monitoring and review for this Fund. We do not suggest that further groups be created for each of the potential qualitative areas of activity the Fund might support, but that the Government consider a means of bringing together the recipients of the funds to more easily allow the sharing of experience and information.

Waste Watch welcomes the Government's suggestion that it provide people and report on implementation. However, we are not sure what is meant by suggesting that 'researchers' should carry out this task and would like to suggest that 'experts' be used since monitoring should not be limited to whether the performance targets are being met, but rather should also assess the quality of the activities being undertaken. 

