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THE INVISIBLE MENACE 
 

THE HORIZON POLLUTION – ECHOES OF THE 2009 
 INCINERATOR SITE POLLUTION? 

 
At the Environment Housing and Infrastructure Scrutiny Panel Hearing of 17th December 
2019, Environment Minister Deputy John Young and Growth Housing and Infrastructure 
Director Andy Scate were asked for their views on the Horizon site pollution and the 
judgement given by the Magistrate’s Court to contractors Group Legendaire. Mr Scate, 
when asked about the low level of fine given to the contractors, stated that the ‘amenity 
impact’ was confined to users of the Elizabeth Marina. 
 

 
 

A photo taken on 20th Feb 2019 shows the leachate flowing through the Elizabeth Marina;  
The visible plume is silt and toxic elements in suspension; dissolved elements would have also 

flowed out of the marina on the outgoing tides to sea. (Photo: SOS Jersey) 
 
Although we agree that the ‘amenity impact’ on Marina users will have been minimal, 
SOS Jersey suggest that what happened on site had much more serious consequences 
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beyond the Elizabeth Marina. This seems like an ‘action replay’ of 10 years ago, when 
the Environment Department refused to report to the Ramsar Bureau that thousands of 
tonnes of contaminated leachate had been pumped out from the foundations of the 
incinerator at La Collette into the Ramsar Area. At that time, Transport and Technical 
Services’ (TTS) internal report referred to the leachate as ’muddy water’. (TTS happened 
to be the client and was also responsible for site oversight.) 
 
 

 
Contractors (with the knowledge of States Department TTS), illegally pumped toxic leachate into 

the Ramsar Area at La Collette by way of the JEC cooling culvert. This leachate contained 
extremely high concentrations of heavy metals. (Photo: SOS Jersey - 2009.) 

  
 
In the case of the Horizon pollution, was it perhaps high definition daily photos, 
independent water testing by two local NGOs and media interest that prevented the 
Department from dismissing the pollution as they did exactly a decade before at La 
Collette? The coverage perhaps encouraged them to instigate their own investigation 
which we believe, could not have been impartial.  
 
The contractors were left to fix the problem. They tried covering the hole with a 
membrane, but contrary to a statement in the States by the Assistant Treasury Minister, 
Deputy Lindsay Ash, it broke down within a few days. It is noted that the Environment 
Department allowed the work to continue after the membrane proved ineffective, and 
pollution continued for many weeks, exacerbated by high tides. 
 
SOSJ notes defensiveness shown by the Department when overseeing States’ capital 
projects, such as the incinerator, the Finance Centre and now the Horizon development. 
We suggest that this defensiveness would not apply to a private development because 
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as soon as pollution became evident, work would be stopped immediately until experts 
could assess the situation. 
 
As a contracting party, the States of Jersey are legally bound to report any events that 
could threaten or affect the character of its Ramsar Areas. But to date, even after dozens 
of serious sewage pollution spills into the sea last year, Jersey neglected to file regular 
reports; the last one related to a single sewage event in 2017! 
 

 
 

An aerial shot of the outflow at First Tower which discharges treated sewage into the sea from 
Bellozanne STW. The nitrates boost the growth of sea lettuce. Inset: Michael du Pré of SOSJ 
collects water samples for testing by the States Analyst. (Photos: Chris Brookes and SOSJ.) 

What cannot be disputed is that the levels of pollution flowing out of the Horizon site were 
at times very high. Large amounts of metals such as iron, lead, copper and zinc, held in 
suspension with other solids would have been taken far out to sea with strong outgoing 
spring tides. In suspension, only a relatively small amount of these pollutants would have 
dropped to the Marina floor. References by Department officers to the pollution being 
‘mostly discoloured water,’ as reported in the media, again demonstrates the 
underplaying of the seriousness of the pollution. 

It is perhaps understandable that a government department may come under huge 
political pressure to ensure the ‘safe passage’ of a large government development. But if 
after ten years, the same department ignores events of a similar nature and stands back 
as it did a decade ago, then surely we must surely ask the reason why? 
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OUR BOTTLENOSE DOLPHINS ARE UNDER THREAT! 

Unlike sewage or oil spills, heavy metal particles are invisible when suspended or 
dissolved in seawater, this does not mean that damage has not been done. On the 
contrary, pollution by metals is insidious, and over time can be extremely serious to 
animals and humans as the metals find their way into the food chain. 

 

Our local population of bottlenose dolphins are taking the brunt of heavy metals in our marine 
environment.   (photo courtesy, JEP on line) 

As reported by the JEP (7 Nov 2019) Le Groupe d’Etude des Cétacés du Cotentin, a 
French NGO recently published a report following research on our cherished 420 strong 
bottlenose dolphin population in the Breton-Norman gulf which included samples taken 
from the Ecréhous and Minquiers reefs.  

These samples taken two years ago from the skin and blubber of live animals and from 
the internal organs of dead specimens revealed high levels of heavy metals, in particular 
mercury, in addition to organic pollutants such as PCBs. It is thought that the mercury 
comes from the Seine river. Dolphins feed on fish which in turn feed on smaller animals, 
which absorb any mercury or other harmful metals should they be present in the water. 
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WHY JERSEY SHOULD TAKE RESPONSIBILTY  
 
Dispersal is tide dependent and metals and other pollutants are constantly being washed 
out from Jersey’s extensive land reclamation areas; these are scoured twice daily by tides 
which reach up and under the fill as far as the Esplanade. Metals are ingested initially by 
filter feeders such as mussels and oysters. In the case of oysters sewage simply fattens 
them up before they are filtered in clean water to remove bacteria prior to their sale to 
markets and restaurants. Heavy metals in varying amounts remain present in their flesh, 
to be subsequently ingested by diners. 
 
Both the Environment Department and the former Transport and Technical Services 
Departments (now bundled together as the ‘super’ Department of Growth Housing and 
Environment, GHE) have long played down the risks posed by the presence of massive 
quantities of toxic ash within our reclaimed land, which even in ‘normal times’ releases 
relatively small but steady amounts each day into surrounding waters. Add to this the 
overload of nitrates that flow from the Bellozanne Sewage Works into St Aubin’s Bay, 
once again causing sea lettuce to flourish last summer, and Jersey is contributing to the 
problem of marine pollution in the area, yet seems to take little or no responsibility for 
doing so. 
 

 
 

Left: At low tide under the Esplanade groundwater flows from the land to the sea. Right: The 
incoming tide mixes with the groundwater and the falling tide takes it out to sea with toxic 

pollutants in suspension.   
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OUR HOPE IS WITH THE YOUNG – Without them we are lost. 
 

 
 

Hautlieu ‘A ‘Level students join an SOS Jersey team at Le Hocq last August to help collect 
shellfish specimens from three areas on the south east coast. 

 
So, what can we conclude? Well, as a result of the La Collette debacle in 2009, SOSJ 
undertook a baseline study of heavy metals in shellfish at three points within the Ramsar 
Area, south-east coast, on three species, (mussels, oysters and slipper limpets), over the 
course of the spring tide. Partly funded by the Co-Operative Society as part of their 2019 
Environmental Grant scheme, and helped by volunteers and students, we repeated the 
process last August, exactly a decade later. In order to ensure accuracy and relevance, 
we replicated the GPS points, tides, times and species and we hope to receive the results 
shortly. 
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CONCLUSION – urgent political action is needed NOW! 
 
 
The foregoing briefly documents what has often been a demanding and exhausting battle 
with those very people who are charged to look after our safety and the health of our 
environment but sometimes our system fails us. The answer should be, surely, a truly 
independent Regulator who shows no fear or favour and has the power to stop these 
episodes from happening?  
 
We believe that the recent amalgamation of the Environment Department into a ‘super 
department’ (Growth, Housing and Environment), is a grave error and should be reversed. 
For without a strong, independent and well managed Environment Department, Jersey 
could face a bleak environmental future. 
 
Finally, Jersey’s international obligations must be adhered to. All pollution events within 
or adjacent to the Ramsar Areas that may cause harm (or even potentially cause harm) 
must be reported directly to the Ramsar Bureau. (Currently the reporting authority is to 
the UK via DEFRA.) As a contracting party to the Ramsar Convention, The States are 
legally obliged to reports these events which the Environment Department seem very 
reluctant to do. 
 
For far too long SOSJ has found itself acting as ‘watchdog’, a role that it should not have 
been obliged to perform. Openness, and a desire to take on board new ideas and utilise 
local expertise would be welcome.  Once this comes to pass, organisations such as SOS 
Jersey will have served their purpose. 
 
  
SOS Jersey 
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