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Somerset Waste Composition Study – November 2012 
 
 
1. Background 
 
a) In 2011/12, Somerset Waste Partnership managed 243,180 tonnes of household 

waste, with 50.9% recycled, 1.8% sent for energy recovery and 47.3% landfilled, as 
shown in chart 1. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
b) Of the waste recycled, 63% was kerbside collected, 35% collected at recycling sites 

and 2.3% from other sources, as shown in chart 2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chart 3 - SWP Materials Recycled 2011/12
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Chart 4 - SWP Landfill 2011/12
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c) 84% of materials recycled were garden waste, paper, cardboard, food waste and 
glass, with all other materials contributing 16% to the total recycled, as shown in 
chart 3. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
d) Of the waste landfilled, 73% was kerbside collected, 15% collected at recycling 

sites, 9% was street sweepings and 3.8% was from other sources, as shown in 
chart 4. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
e) In November 2012, MEL Research Ltd were commissioned to undertake a 

composition study of the residual waste from kerbside collections, which is sent to  
landfill. This follows previous studies undertaken in 2010, 2006 and 2002/03, which 
also included composition studies of residual waste from recycling sites. 



Chart 5 - Kerbside Residual Waste
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f) MEL were commissioned to select and collect from a representative sample using 

the ACORN residential neighbourhood classification system; with 100 households 
each in Mendip, Sedgemoor, South Somerset and Taunton Deane and 50 
households in West Somerset. The sample contained households within the 17 
main ACORN groupings found in Somerset, which cover 95% of all Somerset 
households. Further details of sample selection are given in MEL’s report and 
findings by ACORN groups are given later in this report. 

 
g) This report summarises the main findings from analysis of the MEL data. 
 
2. SWP Analysis 
 
a) MEL composition data has been combined with SWP service data to indicate total 

and category weights of kerbside residual waste and to compare these to results 
from previous studies. The data was also adjusted to follow seasonal fluctuations in 
garden waste, so that the November 2012 data is annualised to better represent 
composition over a year (shown below as ‘last 12 months’). 

 
b) Chart 5 shows how kerbside residual waste has reduced over the last 12 years, 

mainly as a result of rolling-out enhanced recycling services. Firstly, with Sort It 
collections (weekly recycling and food waste with fortnightly refuse) in three districts 
from 2004-06 and then with Sort It Plus (adding cardboard and plastic bottle 
recycling) in all five districts from 2009-11. Once the new service was established, 
initially kerbside residual waste remained stable, but over the last two years, levels 
have risen slightly. It was an aim of the composition study to see if any reasons for 
this increase could be identified from any composition changes that may have 
occurred over this period. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
c) Table 1 shows the % composition of kerbside residual waste for the last 12 months. 

50% of materials put out as refuse are materials accepted on kerbside recycling 
collections, with the largest category being food waste at 29%. 9% are materials 



accepted for recycling at recycling sites and another 13% are materials for which 
recycling opportunities are expected to develop in future, which could also apply to 
some of the other materials too. So there is still potential to recycle a lot more from 
materials households are currently putting out with refuse for landfill disposal. 

 
Table 1 – Composition of Kerbside Residual Waste for Last 12 Months 

 

Kerbside Recyclable 50%  Other dense plastic 3% 

Food Bin 29%  WEEE – electrical appliances 1% 

Recycling Boxes 15%  Carpet & underlay 0.6% 

Garden Waste 5.8%    

   Other Materials 28% 

Recycling Site & Other 9%  Animal waste 8% 

Soil & turf 3%  Plastic film 6% 

Carrier bags 1%  Pet Litter non-organic 4% 

DIY rubble  1%  Non-recyclable paper 2% 

Treated wood 1%  Soiled rags, shoes, stuffed 1% 

Metals 1%  Other dense plastic packaging  1% 

Tetrapak cartons 1%  Ceramics 1% 

Untreated Wood 0.2%  Consumable liquids 1% 

Household batteries 0.2%  Non-recyclable card  1% 

Books 0.1%  DIY based materials  1% 

Plasterboard 0.004%  Other glass 1% 

Engine oil 0.001%  Textiles accessories 0.5% 

   Polystyrene 0.5% 

Future Recyclable? 13%  Fines 0.5% 

Nappies & hygiene products 5%  Hazardous & clinical waste 0.4% 

Plastic pots, tubs & trays 4%  Fats & Oils 0.02% 

 
 
d) Table 2 shows the main material groups in kerbside residual waste from the 

composition studies in 2012 and 2009/10, with the last column showing how these 
have changed. The 2009/10 data has been projected from households in 
Sedgemoor and Taunton Deane receiving Sort It Plus collections at the time. 

 
e) From 2009/10 to the last 12 months, food waste has increased in residual waste, 

which is a concern. Previously total food waste arisings (recycling and refuse) had 
been falling, which was believed to be due to less food being wasted following the 
economic downturn and householders spending more carefully. However, the latest 
study shows an increase in food waste put out with refuse for disposal. 

 
 
 
 



Sort It Plus Refuse Collections (Tonnes) 
Table 2 - Change in Kerbside 
Residual Waste 2009/10 

Last 12 
Months 

CHANGE 

Food waste 17,653 21,748 4,095 

Animal waste 8,495 10,613 2,118 

DIY/Renovation waste 887 2,610 1,722 

Soil 742 2,423 1,681 

Garden waste 4,003 5,336 1,333 

Wood 705 1,111 406 

Scrap metal 686 1,071 384 

Cooking oil & liquid food 525 740 215 

Hazardous waste 172 259 86 

Drink cartons 721 739 18 

Plastic bottles 1,470 1,396 -74 

Engine oil 91 1 -90 

Cans, aerosols & foil 2,221 2,039 -182 

Paint and paint related waste 298 0 -298 

WEEE – Electrical appliances 1,291 932 -359 

Household batteries 535 157 -378 

Clinical waste 683 95 -589 

Glass bottles and jars 1,936 1,279 -657 

Misc jumble sale/bric-a-brac 1,217 432 -785 

Compostable paper (tissue, etc) 4,125 3,163 -962 

Other dense plastic packaging 5,818 4,571 -1,247 

Other plastic (film & non-pack) 10,218 8,690 -1,528 

Textiles 4,974 2,952 -2,022 

Paper & Card 10,068 6,930 -3,138 

Nappies & sanitary waste 8,798 4,329 -4,468 

Other inc fines & miscellaneous 7,766 3,461 -4,305 

TOTAL 96,099 87,077 -9,023 

 
f) Chart 6 shows the trend in food waste recycled over recent years with full Sort It roll-

out in each district. This shows a small but steady decline in food waste put out for 
recycling. Previous composition studies showed this was accompanied by a greater 
decline in food waste put out in refuse, so overall arising were being reduced and 
the proportion being recycled was increasing, which is the best outcome. As the 
latest reduction in food waste being recycled appears to be accompanied by an 
increase in food waste put out for disposal, this is now a matter of concern. One 
reason may be that, with continued pressure on incomes, a small proportion of 
householders are now more reluctant to buy compostable liners for food waste 
caddies and as a result are recycling less food waste and are putting it out disposal 
instead. 



Chart 6 - Food Waste Recycled by Sort It Collections

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 Last 12m

K
g

/H
h

 o
ve

r 
fu

ll 
se

rv
ic

e 
ye

ar
s

Mendip

Sedgemoor

South
Somerset

Taunton
Deane

West
Somerset

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
g) Table 2 shows other dry kerbside recycling materials, such as paper, glass and 

cans, have fallen in kerbside residual waste, which may be due to more being 
recycled or less being consumed and so this is a positive change. 

 
h) Table 2 also shows that a range of materials accepted at recycling sites have 

increased in kerbside residual waste, such as DIY waste (the heaviest component 
being hardcore or rubble), soil and garden waste and to a smaller extent wood and 
scrap metal. This is another matter for concern, especially as most of these 
materials could be recycled if taken to recycling sites. It is likely that these relatively 
small increases in recycling site materials in refuse have resulted from changes in 
April 2011 at recycling sites, when new opening times were introduced along with 
charges for some non-household materials and entry fees to use some sites. 

 
i) One qualification should be noted with regard to the increases in materials identified 

in kerbside residual waste. The contractor used for the latest study was different to 
the one used previously. Their sorting methods have resulted in less material being 
allocated to the general categories of fines (items that fall through the 10mm sorting 
screen used) and miscellaneous (items not fitting into material categories identified 
for the study). When scaled up from the samples to indicate Somerset-wide results, 
there was a reduction of more than 4,000 tonnes in these unspecified categories. 
The increases in food waste and recycling site materials in refuse was more than 
twice this amount, but the reduction in unspecified materials could still account for 
up to nearly half of the increase found for food waste and recycling site materials in 
refuse. However, as there is no further evidence with regard to the content of 
previously unspecified materials, it is speculation that these have now been 
identified as food waste and recycling site materials. It is possible this may apply to 
some extent, although it could not explain all of the increases in food waste and 
recycling site materials found in refuse in the latest study. 

 
j) Table 3 shows how recycling capture rates for key materials have varied from the 

previous to the current composition study. This is one of the best measures of 
recycling especially for making comparisons over periods when overall material 



arisings have been changing, such as has occurred due to the downturn in the 
economy and consumption in recent years. 

 
k) Table 3 compares capture rates for the services in place at the time, which is now 

Sort It Plus collections throughout all five districts. In 2009/10, the service situation 
was different, with Sort It collections provided throughout three districts, Sedgemoor 
and Taunton Deane in the process of switching to Sort It Plus and West Somerset 
(like parts of Sedgemoor) still having fortnightly recycling collections without food 
waste and weekly refuse collections. 

 
l) For dry materials recycled in 2009/10 and the last 12 months, capture rates have 

increased. Glass has increased to 92%, paper to 80% and cans to 56%. However, 
garden waste capture has decreased with a slightly higher % being put out in refuse, 
although use of garden waste collections at the kerbside and recycling sites 
continues to remain high. Cardboard and plastic bottle capture has increased greatly 
due to the roll-out of Sort It Plus collections. Textiles capture remains disappointingly 
low, especially given the consistently high recycling value of this material. Food 
waste capture appears to have increased, but so has the roll-out of separate 
recycling collections during this period. Previously, food waste capture was 53% in 
Sort It collection areas and was about 60% in Sort It Plus trial areas, so 44% over 
the last 12 months actually represents a disappointing fall in capture, as discussed 
above. 

 
Table 3 – Recycling capture rates for key kerbside materials 

 

WCA Kerbside Waste 2009/10 Last 12 Months 

Glass bottles & jars 81% 92% 

Paper 72% 80% 

Cardboard 17% 76% 

Cans & foil 45% 56% 

Plastic bottles 20% 65% 

Textiles & footwear 25% 25% 

Garden waste 87% 75% 

Food waste 37% 44% 

Other 1% 1% 

Total 38% 48% 

 
m) A survey of recycling site users was also undertaken in November 2012, with face-

to-face interviews at two sites and self-completed questionnaires returned to site 
staff at others. 

 
n) This survey found high awareness of the opening time changes (76%) and charges 

for some non-household materials (48%), especially rubble, introduced in 2011. 
15% said they initially visited sites less often and 6% that they took less waste, 
although more than three-quarters (79%) of these said their use was now similar to 
before the changes. Of those with rubble for disposal, 71% said they now took less 
to recycling sites. Less cardboard and plastic bottles are also taken to recycling 
sites, but these are now collected for recycling at the kerbside. Some users also 



said they took less garden waste (11%), furniture (30%) and waste for disposal 
(22%) to recycling sites. Reasons given included producing less, using the garden 
waste collection service, home composting and some saying they put more in their 
refuse collections, especially what they regarded as waste for disposal. 

 
o) Overall the survey results support the findings and conclusions drawn from the 

composition study and did not identify other factors that may apply. 

 
3. MEL Findings 
 
a) The following tables and charts are extracted from MEL Research’s report for the 

November 2012 study and, with additional SWP analysis, cover the most interesting 
findings. MEL data has not been annualised or applied to Somerset service total 
weights and so apply to the representative households sampled and the two-week 
period of their fieldwork. 

 
b) Table 4 shows the average amount of refuse put out according to ACORN group 

classifications. 
 

Those with the least are: 

- B) Affluent Greys (older affluent professionals; farming communities; old people, 
detached homes; mature couples, smaller detached homes) and 

- C) Flourishing Families (older families, prosperous suburbs; well-off working 
families with mortgages; well-off managers, detached houses; large families and 
houses in rural areas). 
 
Those putting out most refuse are: 

- N) Struggling Families (low income larger families, semis; low income, older 
people, smaller semis; low income, routine jobs, terraces and flats; low income 
families, terraced estates; families and single parents, semis and terraces; large 
families and single parents, many children),  

- H) Secure Families (younger white-collar couples with mortgages; middle income, 
home owning areas; working families with mortgages; mature families in suburban 
semis established home owning workers home owning Asian family areas), and  

- O) Burdened Singles (single elderly people, council flats; single parents and 
pensioners, council terraces; families and single parents, council flats). 

 
Table 4 – Average kerbside residual waste generation (kg/hh/wk) 
 

Acorn category ACORN Group KG/HH/WK SWP Average 

A) Wealthy Executives 7.69 

B) Affluent Greys 5.55 Acorn 1 

C) Flourishing Families 5.88 

G) Starting Out 7.58 

H) Secure Families 9.71 

I) Settled Suburbia 6.36 
Acorn 3 

J) Prudent Pensioners 7.71 

7.52 



 

L) Post Industrial Families 6.46 
Acorn 4 

M) Blue Collar Roots 7.33 

N) Struggling Families 10.70 
Acorn 5 

O) Burdened Singles 8.46 

 

 
 
c) Table 5 shows the % proportion of households putting out different weights of refuse 

by 5kg bands. This shows a wide range of weights put out by households on the 
weeks when the samples were taken. These varied from only 1 kg to over 80 kg. 
72% put out 10 kg or less; whereas 11% of the sample (45 households) put out 
more than 15 kg (accounting for 27% of the total refuse put out). 

 
Table 5 - Ranges of waste generation relative to households surveyed  
 

KG/HH/WK Proportion of households 

0.5 - 5.0 36.07% 

5.0 - 10.0 36.53% 

10.0 - 15.0 16.86% 

15.0 - 20.0 7.03% 

20.0 - 25.0 1.64% 

>25.0 1.87% 

TOTAL 100.00% 
 

d) Materials contributing most to the extra refuse put out by households with high 
weights are, in rank order of greatest significance: 

 

 Food waste 

 Animal waste, mostly dog faeces 

 Pet litter (non-organic) 

 Baby nappies 

 DIY rubble  

 Soil & turf 

 Paper 

 Garden waste 

 Ceramics 

 Consumable liquids 

 Glass bottles & jars 

 Adult AHP 

 Animal bedding (organic) 
 
Together these account for 85% of the difference in weight for households putting 
out twice or more (15 kg/hh/wk) the average amount of refuse. Many of these tend 
to be concentrated in large weights put out by relatively few households, which 
especially applies to pet litter, nappies, rubble, soil, garden waste, ceramics, 
consumable liquids, AHP and animal bedding. 



 
e) Table 6 shows averages by ACORN group for how full refuse bins were in the 

sample, with 100% being a full bin with a shut lid and those with lids open due to 
extra refuse being over 100%. Burdened Singles (O) were the only group with an 
average bin fullness of over 100%. Prudent Pensioners (J), Struggling Families (N) 
and Secure Families (H) also had high bin fullness scores. 

 
Table 6 - Average bin fullness (%) by ACORN group 
 

Acorn category ACORN Group Bin Fullness SWP Average 

A) Wealthy Executives 75.47% 

B) Affluent Greys 73.10% Acorn 1 

C) Flourishing Families 69.52% 

G) Starting Out 74.53% 

H) Secure Families 84.04% 

I) Settled Suburbia 70.45% 
Acorn 3 

J) Prudent Pensioners 93.33% 

L) Post Industrial Families 65.00% 
Acorn 4 

M) Blue Collar Roots 81.79% 

N) Struggling Families 89.41% 
Acorn 5 

O) Burdened Singles 103.53% 

78.36% 

 

f) Table 7 shows averages by ACORN group for how many sacks of side waste were 
put out alongside standard amounts accepted. Most side waste was put out by 
Burdened Singles (O) and the next worst scores were for Struggling Families (N) 
and Secure Families (H). For some ACORN groups (C, I, L and M) very little or no 
side waste was recorded. 

 

Table 7 - Average residual side waste generation (sacks) by ACORN group 
 

Acorn category ACORN Group Side waste SWP Average 

A) Wealthy Executives 0.12 

B) Affluent Greys 0.14 Acorn 1 

C) Flourishing Families 0.00 

G) Starting Out 0.18 

H) Secure Families 0.31 

I) Settled Suburbia 0.00 
Acorn 3 

J) Prudent Pensioners 0.11 

L) Post Industrial Families 0.04 
Acorn 4 

M) Blue Collar Roots 0.04 

N) Struggling Families 0.38 
Acorn 5 

O) Burdened Singles 0.83 

0.17 



 

g) Table 8 shows average weights by ACORN group for materials put out in refuse, 
with high scores highlighted in yellow. As already noted from Table 4, the highest 
total amounts were put out by Struggling Families (N), Secure Families (H) and 
Burdened Singles (O). Most noticeably, these groups put out higher amounts of food 
waste in their refuse, suggesting they recycle less food waste than others. Some 
groups also had higher levels of garden waste in their refuse, especially Struggling 
Families (N) and Post Industrial Families (L). 

 
Table 8 - Average residual waste generation (kg/hh/wk) by ACORN group 
 

Acorn group A B C G H I J L M N O SWP 

Paper 0.9 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.6 0.9 1.0 0.7 0.8 

Card 0.4 0.3 0.2 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.7 0.4 0.4 

Plastic film 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.8 0.3 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.5 

Dense plastic 0.6 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.6 0.8 0.6 1.1 0.9 0.7 0.8 

Textiles 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.2 0.5 0.4 0.2 0.3 

Misc 
combustibles 

1.1 0.8 0.7 1.5 1.8 0.7 0.7 1.2 0.8 1.5 1.6 1.1 

Misc non-
combustibles 

0.7 0.5 0.1 0.2 1.1 0.1 0.5 0.1 0.5 0.6 0.2 0.5 

Glass 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.4 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.2 

Ferrous 
metal 

0.2 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.1 

Non-ferrous 
metal 

0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Garden 
waste 

0.2 0.2 0.6 0.3 0.7 0.4 0.3 0.9 0.3 1.2 0.1 0.5 

Putrescibles 2.3 1.2 1.7 2.4 2.7 2.2 2.4 2.0 1.7 3.1 3.7 2.1 

Fines 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 

Hazardous 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.1 

Electricals 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.1 

TOTAL 7.7 5.6 5.9 7.6 9.7 6.4 7.7 6.5 7.3 10.7 8.5 7.5 

 
 
h) Table 9 shows average weights by ACORN group for nappies (80%) and other 

absorbent hygiene products (AHP) put out in refuse, with high scores highlighted in 
yellow. The highest total amounts are put out by Burdened Singles (O), Starting Out 
(G) and Secure Families (H). For these groups, AHP makes up more than 5% of 
their refuse and for burdened singles it is nearly 16%. 

 
                                                 
 Skilled older families, terraces; young working families. 
 Young couples, flats and terraces; white-collar singles/sharers, terraces. 



Table 9 - Levels of absorbent hygiene products (kg/hh/wk) by ACORN group 
 

Acorn 
group 

Adult 
incontinence 

Baby 
nappies 

Sanitary 
waste 

Total 
absorbent 
products 

% of 
residual 

A 0.00 0.26 0.07 0.33 4.34% 

B 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.06 1.17% 

C 0.08 0.29 0.03 0.40 6.81% 

G 0.22 0.60 0.07 0.89 11.79% 

H 0.00 0.57 0.03 0.61 6.28% 

I 0.00 0.03 0.07 0.10 1.56% 

J 0.00 0.03 0.05 0.08 0.99% 

L 0.00 0.37 0.02 0.39 5.97% 

M 0.04 0.22 0.03 0.28 3.85% 

N 0.02 0.45 0.06 0.52 4.89% 

O 0.00 1.29 0.06 1.35 15.95% 

SWP 0.03 0.30 0.04 0.38 5.00% 
 
 
4. Conclusions 
 
a) The study shows continued progress in increasing the capture of dry materials for 

recycling at the kerbside, but it is of concern that food waste capture has declined 
slightly and more is being put out in refuse for wasteful and costly landfill disposal. 
To counter this effect, increased food waste recycling will be promoted alongside 
activities planned for the launch of Somerset’s new anaerobic digestion facility in 
2013, which include an education pack distributed to primary and secondary 
schools, a schools poster competition with winning designs printed and distributed 
with guidance on food waste recycling to all pupils, and promotional hangers 
distributed on refuse and recycling bins to households throughout Somerset.  

 
b) The study found that a relatively small number of households contribute to above 

average weights of refuse put out, with materials contributing most weight being: 
food waste, animal waste, pet litter, baby nappies, DIY rubble, soil & turf, paper, 
garden waste, ceramics, consumable liquids, glass, adult AHP and animal bedding. 

 
c) There is an increase in recycling site materials being put out with refuse, which 

results in these going to landfill rather than recycling. This trend may reduce as 
householders become increasingly accustomed to recycling sites arrangements. 

 
d) It may be possible to reduce the high refuse weights put out by some households 

through targeted actions to encourage materials to be disposed of correctly, 
especially through taking bulky and heavy materials to recycling sites. SWP will plan 
targeted education campaigns to achieve this and the removal of unauthorised 
additional refuse bins where these are not genuinely needed. 

 
e) SWP will further analyse the variations in refuse generation by different household 

groupings with a view to undertaking targeted campaigns to encourage more waste 



reduction and recycling by households with the greatest potential to change. These 
campaigns will be designed to appeal to the target audience.  
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