Contaminated Land General Information

What is contaminated land?

Contaminated land is any land that may cause significant harm to people, animals, buildings, ecological systems, or cause the pollution of water due to its previous use. This can be by substances on, in or under the land.

How is land contaminated?

Land may become contaminated due to its previous use. For example, an industrial process may give rise to contamination of the land. In many factories hazardous or polluting chemicals are used in the manufacturing process. If these chemicals are spilt, then the land becomes contaminated. Over a long period of time this contamination can be considerable.

The land can also become contaminated if waste materials are deposited on the land, such as a landfill or waste disposal site or oil leaks or spill from tanks.

What substances are normally found on industrial land that give rise to contamination?

The contamination will depend on what industrial activity has taken place, but typically some industrial processes can give rise to contamination due to the use of the following:

a) Heavy metal contaminants, such as arsenic, cadmium, lead, mercury, copper, zinc, chromium, boron etc.

b) Organic Material, such as fuel, diesel, oil, cleaning fluids, solvents & phenols

c) Acids and alkalis

What industrial processes are likely to give rise to land contamination?

Many industries use chemicals or substances in the manufacturing process. However, some industries use hazardous chemicals. You may expect to find some contamination on land that has been used for processes such as gasworks, galvanisers, electroplaters, chemical manufacturers, steel works, foundries and landfill sites.

Where can I get more information on these processes?

The Department of the Environment issues guidance on many processes found in the United Kingdom they are titled Department of the Environment (DoE) Industrial Profiles.

How dangerous is the land?

The hazards associated with land will depend on the chemicals or substances present and whether persons are exposed to them. Exposure to hazardous compounds can occur in several ways. These include:

a) Ingestion of substances in food, water or inadvertently by hand contact

b) Inhalation of substances when exposed to dust or vapours.

c) Skin contact with substances causing damage or injury. This relates to strong acids or alkalis.

Are there any other ways contaminated land can endanger people?

On landfill sites, the biodegradation of organic waste produces landfill gas. Landfill gas consists of two main gases, which are methane and carbon dioxide. Methane gas is flammable and it is explosive when it reaches a concentration of 5% gas.

How can contamination be dealt with?

There are many methods to deal with contamination. Problems only occur when a receptor, such as a person, is exposed to the contamination. By removing the contamination and providing a barrier between the contaminant and receptor, or by preventing the receptor from gaining access to the land, exposure can be controlled.

When developing land it is common for the more hazardous contaminants to be dug out and removed off site or treated on site. If the contamination is then low, clean materials or surfacing can be brought on site to cover the land and prevent contact by persons. New techniques are now being used to treat the land on site, such as bio-remediation, which means that bacteria is used to digest the contamination.

Who is responsible for cleaning up land contamination?

If the land poses an immediate risk to persons, property, ecological systems, or is causing the pollution of controlled waters, the person(s) causing the contamination are responsibly for making the land safe. If that person cannot be found then the landowner is responsible.

If the land is not causing any immediate risk then normally the developer of the land will take responsibility for remediating the land when it is redeveloped.

Where can I find more information on contaminated land?

Following organisations have information on contaminated land, which you may find helpful:

Environment Agency 

DEFRA (Department for Environment, food and rural affairs) 

Chartered Institute of for Environmental Health 
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