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Fire Followed by Flooding of a Hazardous  

Waste Treatment & Transfer Facility 

October 30th, 2000 

Sandhurst  
United Kingdom 
 

 

THE INSTALLATIONS IN QUESTION 

The Sandhurst site is located on the banks of the River Severn to the north of Gloucester, approximately 1.2km from the 

outskirts of the City and 1.4km west of the village of Sandhurst. The nearest dwellings on the outskirts of Maisemore are 

about 500 m away. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The site was originally a brick works and then a tar works from 1860. The operator purchased the site in 1972 and 

developed it into a waste treatment facility.  

In general terms, wastes that may be received at the site for treatment under the waste licence are: 

� Acids and alkalis, 

� Industrial effluent treatment sludges, 
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� Metal compounds and inorganic compounds/materials, 

� Organic compounds including hydrocarbons, solvents, polymers, adhesives, resins, fuels, oils, greases, 

soap/detergent, sewage sludge and pharmaceutical/cosmetic products, 

� Contaminated packaging waste and rubbish, 

� Filter materials and tank cleaning/interceptor wastes, 

� Waste from specific industries (printing, paint manufacture, tanneries, food processing). 

The wastes that may be received at the site for transfer activities include all the general categories given above and 

additionally the following waste types: 

� Asbestos, 

� Metals, 

� Inorganic compounds which liberate toxic gases on acidification, 

� Oxidising compounds, 

� Chlorinated solvents, 

� Pesticides. 

Wastes may be received in a variety of packages varying in size from small aerosol containers to road tankers.  

The treatment processes on site include: 

� The mixing of aqueous waste streams in the large mixing well to neutralise the materials added, 

� Receipt and treatment of waste oil to produce a fuel for use on site and for sale, 

� Mixing of wastes with absorbent materials such as sawdust or other shredded waste, 

� Storage and bulking up of other wastes which cannot be treated on site before transfer to other facilities.  

 

THE ACCIDENT, ITS BEHAVIOUR, EFFECTS AND CONSEQUENCES 

The accident :  

30 October 2000 
02.00 - fire occurred in compound 1. The site was 
unoccupied at the time.  
02.25 – arrival of Fire and Rescue Services. Fire and 
Rescue Services unable to access site for several 
hours because of the fire intensity and small aerosol 
cans exploding.Police evacuated 60 local people. 13 
people sought medical attention although none 
required admission to hospital.  
18.00 – fire extinguished after burning for 
approximately 16 hours. 

 

 

 

 

 
2 November 2000 

Because of imminent flooding the operator guided by Environment Agency and Health and Safety Executive (HSE) 

moved waste to compound 3; highest area on the site. 

5 November 2000 

Access by boat because of concern over one fire damaged 205 litre-drum that had appeared to have reacted. It was 

found to contain selenium, cadmium and arsenical compounds. 

6 November 2000 

Access by boat again to audit site and discovery of seven 25 litre-drums labelled “solvent contaminated with BSE”. 
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3-13 November 2000 

Site flooded. Site monitored by Environment Agency 

and HSE using helicopter and boat. Various additional 

movement of “at risk” materials.  

8-28 December 2000 

Further flooding of the site hampering clearance. 

 

 

 

 

January 2001 

2 drums of radioactive waste are dicovered.  

Consequences :  

The seat of the fire was located in the southwest corner of compound 1. Compound 1 is used for storage and bulking of 

substances prior to transfer to other facilities. The following substances were involved (either destroyed or heat 

damaged) in the fire in compound 1:  

� 12 x 1 tonne containers of isopropyl alcohol in a double stacked row, 

� Approximately 60 x 205 litre drums packed with “lab smalls” in 2 double stacked rows, 

� Approximately 125 x 205 litre drums, 4 x 1 tonne containers and smaller drums of mixed waste, mostly flammable 

solvents, adhesives, resins etc,  

� 24 x 205 litre drums of acetone in a double stacked row, 

� 6 pallets of waste batteries, mostly lead acid plus some nickel/cadmium, lithium, mercury and zinc, 

� Approximately 180 tonnes of mixed chemical wastes including some pesticides. 

 
Damage by flooding and necessary work to make the site safe has made identification of the cause of the fire more 
difficult.   

Investigations by a HSE electrical specialist has concluded that ignition from electrical origin can be ruled out and with 
the site being unoccupied at the time of the incident a number of other possible sources (mechanical sparks, hot 
surfaces, naked flames, etc) can also be discounted. 

European scale of industrial accidents  

By applying the rating rules of the 18 parameters of the scale made official in February 1994 by the Committee of 
Competent Authorities of the Member States which oversees the application of the ‘SEVESO’ directive, the accident can 
be characterised by the following 4 indices, based on the information available. 

 

The parameters that comprise these indices and the corresponding rating method are indicated in the appendix hereto 
and are available at the following address: http://www.aria.ecologie.gouv.fr 

The "dangerous materials released" index is at least 1 according to parameter Q1 as certain substances involved are 
among the substances designated by the Seveso directive: isopropyl alcohol and acetone are easily flammable liquids 
for which the Seveso threshold is 50,000 t (the quantities released were less than 0.1% of the threshold, i.e. 50 t), 
cadmium (very toxic), lithium (reacts violently upon contact with water), mercury (toxic), for which the quantities involved 
are not precisely known are also governed by appendix 1 of the directive. 
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The "human and social consequences" index is 3 as 13 slightly injured members of the public received medical attention 
(parameter H5). 

ORIGIN, CAUSES AND CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE ACCIDENT 

 There are a number of possible chemical scenarios for initiating the fire: 

� Small laboratory samples could have lost their containment e.g. as a result of being blown over in storm force 

winds. They could then have reacted together, generated heat, and eventually ignited a sensitive material 

amongst them. A number of small laboratory sample drums were found close to the remains of IBCs which had 

contained flammable materials in large quantities, 

� If pyrophoric or reactive materials are exposed to air or moisture, they will react building up heat until they ignite 

or ignite materials stored close by, 

� Leakage of flammable material from a container can form a flammable atmosphere and this may ignite due to 

sources of ignition.  

Arson has also to be considered as a possible cause. 

 

ACTIONS TAKEN 

Investigation and Site Clearance  

The Environment Agency and HSE are conducting a joint investigation of the incident.  

These investigations discovered the unforeseen presence of un-authorised wastes including :  

- 725 litre-drums labelled “solvent contaminated with BSE”  

- 2 drums of radioactive waste.  

The site was substantially cleared of waste by 30 April 2001. This clearance has been under the direction of the 

Environment Agency and HSE. 

 

LESSONS LEARNT 

 

The impact of the flooding on the incident and its aftermath was significant for a number of reasons: 

� It placed restrictions on the Fire and Rescue Services’ ability to fight the fire initially because of the adjacent 

flooded fields,  

� The potential for materials escaping from the site was increased because of the encroaching floodwater,  

� The flooding of the only access road to the site prevented rapid removal of the “at-risk” materials when the 

floodwaters continued to rise, 

� The ability of Fire and Rescue Services, site operators and regulatory bodies to carry out investigations was 

limited because of the access problems, 

� Observation of the site had to be carried out from boats and helicopters. 

 

These lessons have been widely disseminated and have been used by the Agency to: 

� Revise policies on future developments in the floodplain, 

� Inform inspection and licensing of existing activities, 

� Review the Agency’s emergency response arrangements. 


