
 
 

 
 

EXTERNAL STORAGE OF WASTE 

RISK MANAGEMENT GUIDANCE 

Introduction 

Arson is the most significant cause of fire and currently accounts for approximately 50% of all fire 

damage in the UK.  Furthermore, statistics from the Home Office suggest that deliberate fires have 

increased by 17 per cent since 2014/15, rising from 68,520 to 80,593 . The risk to your premises, and 

business, is increased as idle pallets, plastic trays, cages of waste cardboard and ‘wheelie’ waste bins, 

etc. are kept in the roads/yards - in close proximity to buildings - and may be targeted by arsonists.  

Any transportable material  may be manoeuvred to an area where damage may be maximised. Denying 

arsonists easy access to materials that may be used to fuel a fire should reduce the risk of arson 

The risk of fire is not only from arson but also accidental ignition (e.g. smoking and fireworks) and 

spontaneous combustion  of  oily rags and other combustible materials that have been subject to 

oxidation.  

      

The issues 

Waste is often readily ignitable and once alight will burn very rapidly, often generating significant 

amounts of heat which can spread into a building, particularly if there are windows, roof overhangs or 

combustible elements of construction nearby. A significant fire can result in a total loss of a building 

and loss of profits until normal operations are resumed. 

Fires can spread through conduction, convection and radiation. The closer a source of fire is to a 

property the greater the intensity of radiated heat.  Therefore keeping combustible waste and 

materials as far from a building as possible is the best way to minimise the risk of fire spread. 

 



 
 

 
 

Fire performance 

Because waste is often loose it is readily ignitable and will burn rapidly. The Rate of Heat Release from 

a small domestic waste container containing mixed household waste (such as plastics, paper, 

cardboard and wood) can be 2 megawatts. By comparison the Rate of Heat Release from a barrel of 

petrol is 1 megawatt. Large waste containers could generate 10 megawatts. 

Identification 

The images below show skips, gas cylinders and waste stored too close to buildings. 

     

Also risks from pallets and unsecured wheelie bins (both open top and with plastic lid) stored too close 

to buildings. 

     

Cigarette and general waste bins positioned beneath a roof overhang or canopy. 

     



 
 

 
 

Next Steps 

A review of your current waste and combustible storage arrangements should be undertaken using 

the guidelines outlined in the following section to improve the positioning and security.  

It is then important to undertake periodic reviews or inspections to ensure arrangements remain 

appropriate. Specific reviews should also be undertaken if there are any recent arson incidents in your 

local area.  

Risk Management Advice 

Internal storage 

Retain only minimal amounts of waste internally and move out of the building on a frequent basis (at 

least daily). Purpose made metal waste bins with lids should be used for any contaminated rags due to 

the risk of oxidisation and spontaneous combustion. Where safe external storage is not feasible 

(possibly due to space constraints) then it may be considered safer to leave waste inside the secured 

building. 

Location of External Waste 

Keep all external storage well away from buildings and ensure evacuation routes and assembly points 

are not compromised.  

Distance from building: 5 metres might be acceptable for small bins (e.g. domestic wheelie bins and 

public litter bins).  However, waste skips and commercial waste bins should be kept a minimum of 10 

metres from a building or even further depending on the risk and fire load (for example close to a glass 

windows where heat could radiate through). 

Where these distances for external storage are not physically possible due to the size of the yard area 

for example, a secure, enclosed fire-resistant room (minimum 2-hours) should be considered. 

Otherwise ensure waste containers are metal/non-combustible (including lid) and lids are lockable. 

They should also be secured away from the building using proprietary locking devices or at least a chain 

and padlock.  

Where storage is within 2 metres of a boundary fence, the fence should be securely clad in steel sheet 

to cover any openings and designed to prevent any ignition sources being pushed through the fence. 

This should extend 3 metres either side of the storage area and be of suitable height to deter intruders. 

Waste should only be stored within suitable and safe storage locations externally: these areas should 

be identified where there are hazardous waste materials stored with appropriate warning signs clearly 

displayed. 

Position all waste containers away from any other fire risks such as designated smoking areas (and 

provide proprietary smoking bins in these areas).  

Waste Containers 

Only appropriate, purpose designed, lidded waste containers should be used. Ideally these should be 

of metal/non-combustible construction (including metal lid). 

Lids should be lockable and kept locked at all times with keys provided to the waste removal 

contractors. 

Consider the pollution risk: position storage areas away from watercourses and ensure the lids fit 

tightly. If necessary store within a cage to prevent waste blowing around your site. 



 
 

 
 

Ensure waste bins are clearly labelled and are segregated to allow recycling and to reduce your waste 

disposal costs. 

Public Litter Bins 

Litter bins provided for public use should also be detached and positioned a minimum of 5 metres 

away from buildings where possible.  

Only appropriate purpose designed bins should be used with access points kept locked at all times. 

The frequency of removal should be appropriate to ensure waste does not overflow or build up next 

to the bins. 

Contractors 

Contractors’ waste skips are frequently stored too close to buildings. Good practice would include 

providing Contractors with dedicated work and materials/waste storage areas which are fenced off 

and positioned well away (at least 10 metres) from any buildings or area of risk. 

A dedicated compound for both waste and building materials should be provided. 

Burning of Waste 

Burning of waste materials must not be permitted. 

Recycling of Waste 

Where possible waste should segregated and stored separately so that it can be recycled. 

Waste bin stores 

Where waste is stored within designated areas within buildings the access doors to these bin stores 

should be self-closing and must be kept locked closed at all times. If designing a new bin store we 

recommend that the construction materials provide at least 2 hours fire separation from the rest of 

the building. Where waste is deposited from a chute there must be a fully operational and maintained 

fire damper and, ideally, specific fire protection provided, such as water mist,  at the base of the chute 

positioned over the bins. 

Waste Compactor/Balers 

Waste balers are sometimes located adjacent to a building. This is acceptable as long as the baler is 

fully enclosed and there is no external access to the waste. 

Other Waste containers 

Separate  guidance should be sought for Specialist Waste storage facilities, Waste Transfer Stations, 

Clinical waste, underground waste storage and composting facilities. 

Disclaimer:  

Please note that the Information contained herein has been provided to you for general information purposes only and is considered 
confidential and/or privileged information, which you must not distribute to any third party, in whole or part, without Protector’s express 
written permission. Whilst all reasonable care has been taken to ensure that the information in this document is comprehensive and accurate, 
Protector makes no representation, warranty or undertaking, express or implied, as to the accuracy, reliability, completeness or 
reasonableness of the Information. Any assumptions, opinions and estimates expressed in this document constitute Protector’s judgment as 
of the date thereof and are subject to change without notice. Any projections and/or proposed risk mitigating solutions contained in this 
document are based on a number of assumptions as to existing risk conditions and there can be no guarantee that any projected outcomes 
will be achieved, nor that no other risks exist. Protector does not accept any liability for any direct, consequential or other loss arising from 
reliance on the contents of this document, and provides no guarantee that recommended remediation measures supersede, or replaces any 
statutory obligations.  

 


