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Sean Butler continues his
mini-series on the
importance of specifying
the correct, high quality
materials. In this
instalment, he looks at
topsoil and skip fines
Managing our supply chain has surely got
easier with the endorsement of reclaimed
materials now de rigueur?
The days of MOT Type 1 crushed limestone

seem to be a thing of the past. Who controls
what landscapers should be using; is it down to
the specifier, the designer, or the architect?

Type 1 limestone and crushed concrete

If I were a town crier, I would be shouting:
“Reclaimed, reclaimed!” – that’s how it is
these days.

So, are you in the know, so to speak? We
long-time landscapers and designers are aware
of these things – they have been around for
ages. But what about the new and up-andcoming landscape and design companies who
may be unaware of real organic materials, and
have only lived in a reclaimed world?
Yes, they have been around for ages, but
who actually uses the right reclaimed materials?
The worst sinner here is topsoil.
If beautifully screened topsoil, delivered at
£6.50 per ton, sounds too good to be true —
then it is! Too many designers and landscapers
are still using and specifying so-called screened
topsoil, but without any certification or proof of
its provenance.
There is only one type of topsoil to be
specified or used, and that’s BS3882-certified
soil. As an example, British Sugar supply
BS3882 topsoil. The difference is massive, as
well as the cost, which is – for too many – the
main driver, and why companies like ours lose
out on landscape projects where others are
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A FINE MESS
happy to recommend and use reclaimed
screened soil. To the laymen, it looks no different
from good quality soil.
Now, I know a thing or two about skip
companies, as – just for the record – I happen
to own one. Much to the annoyance of my wife,
I even subscribe to Skip Hire monthly – but
that’s another story. In 2008, the skip industry
faced a massive increase in skip fines. At the
time, skip fines (waste mixed soil, and rubbish

THERE IS ONLY ONE TYPE
OF TOPSOIL TO BE SPECIFIED AND
USED, AND THAT’S BS3882CERTIFIED SOIL

particles) cost us £2.50 per ton to send to
landfill. This price was set in 1952 and had never
been raised, until 2008. The government, in its
wisdom, wanted to bring it in line with today and
it was suggested that the per ton price be raised
to £85. This would mean your average skip
costing £900! Outrageous, yes. Skip businesses
nationwide lobbied and managed to reduce this
amount, as well as have it introduced slowly over
a 10-year period. Thus skip companies are the
saviours of landscapers’ waste!
So in comes your lovely screened topsoil. It’s
skip fines!
Yes, we had to get rid of it, or skip prices
would have gone through the roof. It’s rubbish
– no pun intended – and inert. If you were me,
brought up on building sites, you know the smell
of good topsoil; it smells earthy and natural. Skip
fines or recycled soil smells of petroleum gas
and other horrible substances. It’s easy to see
the difference – good soil has no contamination.
Take a close look at a handful of skip fines. It
will contain pieces of glass, brick, coal, tar, wood
and plastic, all in small particles that manage to
slip through the trommel machine. It compacts
easily, causes water retention and bad drainage,
and weeds love it! Please be aware, and do not
dumb down the importance of quality at every
stage, on every project.
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