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"On 10 February, nine people from Debenham, Helmingham, Framsden & 
Otley, visited the Masons Materials Recycling Facility (MRF) at Great 
Blakenham, managed by Viridor Waste Management.  
Despite the snow and ice on the roads we arrived safely to be greeted by 
hot drinks and an introductory talk from Gaye Glading Administrations 
Manager for Mason's.  The Education Officer, Sebastian Blake, then took 
us on the tour, once we had all donned hard hat with radio and ear 
defenders with headphones (it's noisy), eye shields and yellow jackets.  
 
The enormous pile of material at the "goods in" end gave us an idea of the 
40,000 tonnes collected each year from recycling bins in Suffolk which   go 
in to the MRF.  
First it goes through a bag breaker which helps to loosen the material, 
allowing it to flow freely through the process. Conveyor belts take it to the 
pre sort cabin where any non recyclable material is extracted. Any bagged 
material is taken off at this point too and any material removed at this 
point will make its way to landfill. Also at this point the large pieces of 
cardboard are separated and stored ready for baling and recycling. The 
pre-sorters were working pretty fast so my photo came out as a blur!  
From the pre sort cabin the Trommels, which are giant sieves: imagine two 
revolving, inclined oil tanker drums with holes of varying sizes, sort the 
materials into three different sizes which go out on different conveyors. 
Following this a ballistics operator shakes and walks the material so that 
round objects such as bottles and cans roll off the bottom while large 
pieces of paper walk their way to the top, it actually sorts by shape and 
weight. The materials are now beginning to look like the valuable resources 
needed by the re-cycling industry. There comes a fine tuning process next, 
where the human element of the process is introduced. It goes into a cabin 
where there are several lines of sorters and we improved our knowledge of 
Lithuanian somewhat--at least I'll know what ‘kartonas’ means should I visit 
the country.  Some of the 40 or so workers pick out and redirect any 
materials that have ended up on the wrong conveyor leaving high quality 
for materials recycling. The Steel cans are lifted off by a magnet and go 
sideways into a hopper for baling. The rest goes off the end of a conveyor 
but a high-frequency magnet underneath causes aluminium cans and foil to 
be repelled and to shoot forward onto a separate belt, leaving the plastic on 
its own. These go into hoppers and are baled separately. Lastly the plastic 
is sorted by optical detection--a camera distinguishes between clear plastic 
(e.g. PET drinks bottles) (HDPE milk bottle type plastics) and other plastics 
causing a short blast of air to push each in the appropriate direction.  
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Thus the sorted material awaits collection and onward movement to its final 
destination.   
Re-cycling in Suffolk started with Babergh District Council and the 
introduction of the 'Pink Bag scheme' where residents collected 
recyclables within the bag, which would be rescued from the rubbish bin 
collections at the MRF. Viridor then entered into a 10 year contract with the 
Suffolk Recycling Consortium, an award winning partnership between 6 
Local Authorities, and processes have progressed to what is in place today 
– an efficient and effective MRF.  
Following our tour we asked a few questions and came away more 
enlightened about where it all goes, what we should and shouldn't put in 
the recycling bin and so on. It was an interesting and worthwhile visit. 
 
I found out, for instance, why egg boxes and similar pulped cardboard is 
rejected: the cellulose fibres are too short to make good quality paper. The 
longer the pieces of recycled paper, the better paper it makes, and it can 
be recycled five or six times.  
Expanded polystyrene isn't wanted because it's far too light to transport 
economically and there's no market for it anyway. Plastic carrier bags and 
film just clog up the works so they are not at all welcome, and campaigns to 
reduce packaging and use durable shopping bags are therefore very 
important.  
Composite items made from a mixture of materials such as padded 
envelopes, cat food pouches and crisp packets cannot be separated at the 
MRF - the general rule is: if you can't separate the materials within these 
items at home for yourself, then it cannot be done at the MRF either, so 
don't send it for recycling.  
Small bits of aluminium foil could be put in aluminium cans or wrapped up 
in bigger pieces of foil.  
Shredded paper can't be handled by the MRF but can be put in paper 
banks. We also learnt that drinks cartons require specialist facilities: take 
your Tetrapak cartons to the bins at Debenham Leisure Centre and 
elsewhere, and Mrs Tetra (if that's her real name) will make sure they get 
turned into... well, something anyway! Garden gnomes, perhaps? Indeed, 
some plastics are made into school clothing, garden furniture, pencils and 
so on. Recycling clearly is here to stay, but it needs goodwill from the 
public and information. Someone, somewhere is thinking, "Now where did I 
put that broken steel rule?" Well, I saw it going past on the conveyor belt. I 
trust it found its way into landfill as your recycling bins are collecting 
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packaging items only. The MRF accepts paper, cardboard, steel food tins, 
aluminium cans, foil trays and moulded shaped plastic - not soft 
scrunchable stuff like plastic bags.  
 
Tony Hutt 
Fen 2010 
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