Garden Bonfires – Are You A Good Neighbour?
One of the most common questions I am asked as Clerk at this time of year is about garden bonfires. People often ring or write to me complaining that a neighbour is regularly lighting a bonfire in their garden, which then affects neighbours over a wide area. 
SO WHAT’S WRONG WITH BONFIRES?

Burning garden waste is a convenient way to get rid of bulky and messy waste but what happens to it when you burn it? The process of burning it causes it to disintegrate and undergo chemical changes. The result is smoke. Smoke contains many unpleasant and harmful components, including carbon monoxide, dioxins and particles, which are lifted into the air by the heat from the fire. But that’s not the end of it. Put simply, what goes up must come down. Depending on the atmospheric conditions, smoke may be dispersed over a wide area, causing no visible effects. Alternatively, the combination of careless burning and adverse weather conditions may mean the effects are felt more locally.

Health effects - Some of the chemicals emitted by bonfires can have serious health effects. It is unlikely that exposure to bonfire smoke will happen over a long enough period to cause serious harm to individuals, but it may be sufficient to cause temporary distress and acute illness in people who suffer from asthma, bronchitis or other  respiratory disorders or heart conditions. 
Air Pollution - The materials released into the atmosphere by a garden bonfire will damage the quality of the air. The effects may be transient and harmless most of the time, however, it there are several people with the same idea in the same area at the same time, or the material being burned is damp, and allowed to smoulder or contains plastics, rubber or painted material, then the resulting smoke will contain many more dangerous chemicals and the pollution will be much worse.

Nuisance and Annoyance – The localised pollution from garden bonfires can prevent other people from opening their windows, hanging out their washing and generally enjoying their gardens.

Safety - Fire from garden bonfires can quickly spread to other vegetation in dry conditions. Sheds, fences and other structures may also be at risk from garden bonfires. Don’t forget also that stray sparks carried off with the smoke can have a devastating effect on thatched buildings and their occupiers.

SO CAN I HAVE A BONFIRE?
It is a common misconception that local by-laws exist control bonfires. They do not. There are no local by-laws or regulations affecting your right to have a bonfire. It is not illegal to have a domestic bonfire for the purpose of disposing of your own garden waste. Under the Environmental Protection Act 1990 the Borough Council has the power to serve Abatement Notices on persons who allow odour, dust or smoke from bonfires and chimneys to cause a statutory nuisance. To constitute a statutory nuisance, smoke, odour or dust would need to drift across someone's home on a regular basis. When considering a statutory nuisance, the Council needs to establish how often the alleged nuisance occurs, i.e. once a week or once a year, and how long the alleged nuisance occurs for, whether it lasts a few minutes or several hours.

 WHAT CAN I DO WITH GARDEN WASTE?



         Composting is one way of reusing your garden waste. You may have to shred woody material first and garden shredders suitable for this purpose are readily available to buy or hire. (But be careful not to cause a noise nuisance). We provide a free fortnightly kerbside brown waste collection service during the growing season and beyond. 

WANT TO CARRY ON BURNING?

This article has explained why garden bonfires can be undesirable and unnecessary. We recognise that sometimes there may be reasons why you decide you really do

want to have a bonfire, in which case all we ask is that you follow the simple precautions set out below.

HOW DO WE DEAL WITH PROBLEMS?

If you have regular garden bonfires and the Borough Council at Kings Lynn receives complaints about nuisance, they may try to resolve the problem by mediating between you and the complainants.

WHAT ARE THE LEGAL RULES?
If an informal approach does not work and the Borough Council has evidence that the smoke, odour or dust is a statutory nuisance then an Abatement Notice will be served on the person causing the nuisance. If the statutory nuisance continues, then the Council can prosecute the alleged offender, who may be fined up to £5,000 upon conviction for a domestic dwelling and up to £20,000 for commercial premises.

SIMPLE STEPS TO AVOID TROUBLE
There are some simple steps you can take to reduce the impact of your bonfire, or to avoid having one altogether:
Do's

· Let your nearest neighbours know before you light your bonfire

·  Burn material in small amounts

·  Consider using an incinerator rather than an open bonfire

·  Choose the location of your bonfire carefully and have a spade, fork or hose pipe ready in case you need to extinguish the bonfire quickly

· Be aware that other residents may also have regular bonfires. Although you may only have one a month, if each resident did this, it could result in a bonfire every day, which could be unreasonable. Therefore it’s important to communicate with your neighbours

· Use alternative methods, recycle other items, use the local household waste recycling centres have link to where theses are

· Consider shredding instead of burning as a suitable safeguard against identity fraud

· Only have a bonfire as a last resort; reuse, recycle, and then dispose of any materials possible in your brown bin

Don'ts

· DO NOT burn damp grass cuttings or other damp garden waste as this will produce thick smoke.

· DO NOT burn oily rags, rubber, plastics, foam, car tyres etc as these will give rise to black toxic smoke.

· DO NOT light a bonfire when neighbours have hung out their washing or are enjoying their gardens. Be considerate.

· DO NOT light a bonfire if the wind is blowing in the direction of your nearest neighbour. Only light a bonfire if the wind is blowing away from your neighbours.

· DO NOT leave a bonfire unattended. Never leave a bonfire once it is alight.

· DO NOT start a bonfire one hour before dusk.

· DO NOT allow your bonfire to smoulder for long periods of time, especially overnight. Ensure that you rake over the ashes to ensure the bonfire is extinguished.
Thanks to the Environmental Health Team at the Borough Council of Kings Lynn and West Norfolk for much of this information.
Kate Cobley

