Streetwatchers’ visit to Brent’s composting site
How does the leftover food and garden waste you put in your green organic bin become compost just three months later? 15 Streetwatchers went by minibus to Uxbridge to see how it’s done and what the problems are.
The premises resemble a farm, down a narrow, potholed country lane. Which is what it used to be. The Grundon family had pigs and collected waste food from Heinz to make pig swill. When the bottom fell out of the pig market in the 90s, this family firm developed the waste processing side of the business and moved into compost making.
Their major problem is contamination, particularly “horrendous” household rubbish after Xmas. We saw a Brent refuse truck empty a load that contained plastics, clothing and the worst contaminant of all – the tetrapak drinks container. Bad loads are rejected and the Council then pays extra to dispose of them. Harrow had 80% of loads rejected at one point. Metal is screened by magnet and items over 2.5cm can’t get through. But there isn’t generally time to remove other items by hand so everything else is shredded and composted. 
Organic waste includes meat and bones. Since the 2001 foot and mouth outbreak, it’s a legal requirement to compost indoors and to reach a minimum of 60 degrees centigrade. The shredded waste is moved to 16 containers that look like small metal barns where it spends two weeks. Fans and ducts increase oxygen levels to help the natural processes that heat the compost. After another six weeks spread out in rows on open fields, it’s shovelled by hand into bags and sold to farmers and others. The final product is too rich for seedlings and is more of a soil improver.

The process is an odd mix of high and low tech, similar to the heap at the bottom of a garden but with temperature probes, adjustable fans, roofs that rise and machines costing £250,000 each. The site handles 30 lorry loads a day, 9 from Brent, and can produce up to 50,000 tonnes of compost a year. 
Sue Grundon took us round and enthusiastically explained the process and her family firm to us. More information and a film is at http://www.wlcompost.co.uk
