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Environment
Agency

A

Permitting Decisions- Variation

We have decided to grant the variation for Argent Biodiesel Stanlow Plant
operated by Argent Energy Limited.

The variation number is EPR/LP3233DK/VV008.

The permit was issued on 18/11/2024.

The variation is for:

Adding a new esterification process which is a Section 4.1 Part A(1) (a)
(i) activity (producing organic compounds containing oxygen), with
associated increases in annual throughput and waste input.

Changing the fuel used in boilers from refinery gas to natural gas.
Adding a treatment facility to remove fats, oils and greases (FOGs) from
incoming effluent.

Adding storage tanks for boiler fuel oil.

Adding existing air emission points.

Changing the sampling method for effluent monitoring.

We consider in reaching that decision we have taken into account all relevant
considerations and legal requirements and that the permit will ensure that the
appropriate level of environmental protection is provided.
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Purpose of this document

This decision document provides a record of the decision-making process. It

e highlights key issues in the determination

e summarises the decision making process in the decision considerations
section to show how the main relevant factors have been taken into
account

e explains why we have also made an Environment Agency initiated variation

Unless the decision document specifies otherwise we have accepted the
applicant’s proposals.

Read the permitting decisions in conjunction with the environmental permit and
the variation notice.
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Key issues of the decision

Increase in throughput and waste input

Adding the new esterification process alongside improved operating efficiency
means that the operator can increase their throughput and has hence requested
an increase in the production limit of biodiesel from 90,000 tonnes per annum
(tpa) to 130,000 tpa, with an associated consolidation and increase to 185,600
tpa of the existing waste input limits of 108,000 tpa for non-hazardous FOGs and
31,200 tpa of non-hazardous waste tallow. There is no proposed increase in the
limit of 3,674 m?3 of the total amount of waste FOGs and tallow present on site at
any one time that have not been esterified. The operator has also requested the
removal of intermediate stage production limits (90,000 tpa for methyl ester,
51,000 tpa for glycerised oil and 90,000 tpa of esterified oil) to reduce the
restrictions on the efficiency improvements.

We agree that the proposed production limit of 130,000 tpa requiring a waste
input limit of 185,600 tpa is in line with improvements in operating efficiency since
it allows a relatively higher production output (1 tonne of waste is associated with
0.70 tonnes of output under the proposed limits, compared to 0.65 tonnes under
the current limits).

We consider that the main environmental risk because of increasing the limits is
an increase in odour risk, due to handling greater amounts of odorous waste. The
operator does not however seek to increase the total amount of waste FOGs and
tallow present on the site at any time that have not been esterified, which
represents the highest odour risk form of these materials as their odour risk is
reduced once processed. The operator has also assessed the risks of release of
odour associated with the new esterification process and concluded that the risks
are low due to:

e Offloading of feed oil being from an enclosed tanker into an enclosed tank,
with a drip tray in place to contain and manage potential leaks during
coupling.

e The externally located methanol storage tank is back-vented to the
delivery vehicle during filling and has a nitrogen-inerted headspace.

e Treatment vessels are enclosed within a building.

e Point source emissions are treated via a scrubber prior to release.

In addition, the operator has an Odour Management Plan which they will update
to include the application’s proposed changes. We have included an
improvement condition to provide a summary of the updates made.

We therefore consider that there is no significant increase in environmental risk
because of increasing the production and waste input limits. We have however
not removed the intermediate production limits but instead increased them to
130,000 tpa, in line with the final production limit, because we consider that this is
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the maximum intermediate production amount that would be required for any of
the substances. The operator has agreed with this approach during the
application’s determination.

Addition of new esterification process

Methanol emissions

The operator expects methanol emissions from the new esterification process to
be considerably lower than an existing glycerolysis process and the two
processes will not operate at the same time, implying an overall decrease in
methanol emissions.

The existing process is stated to have methanol emissions of 10,000 mg/m? at a
flow rate of 105 m3/hr, which equates to approximately 9 tonnes per annum (tpa).
The proposed process is expected to have methanol emissions of 5-10 mg/m? at
a flow rate of 60 m3/hr, with the higher concentration of 10 mg/m?3 equating to
approximately 0.005 tpa. Emissions of 500-750 mg/m? at a flow rate of 400 m3/hr
are however estimated to be required for 5 mins every 24 hours, with the higher
concentration of 750 mg/m? equating to approximately 2.6 tpa. Based on this
information, we agree that methanol emissions should be lower and remain
within the previously assessed risk envelope, which screened out the process
contribution of methanol emissions as insignificant without the need to consider
background concentrations, and hence a quantitative risk assessment of
methanol emissions is not required. Furthermore, the methanol emissions are
minimised through the recovery of methanol from the process waste gases. We
have however included an improvement condition for the operator to provide
monitoring data once the new esterification process is operational that validates
the expected emissions.

Effluent discharge

The operator has stated that condensate from steam heating and water used in
plant cleaning will be treated in the on-site effluent treatment plant (ETP) and
considers that this effluent will be similar in volume and composition to the
effluent generated by the existing process. Effluent treated in the on-site ETP is
eventually discharged to public sewer.

We agree that there is unlikely to be an increase in the volume of effluent from
the new esterification process compared to the existing glycerolysis process
since operating temperatures will be lower, implying less condensate from steam
heating, and less plant will be used, implying less cleaning. There will also be no
overall increase since neither process will operate at the same time. We do
however consider that the composition of the effluent could differ due to the use
of a new raw material within the proposed process. We have not identified this
raw material as containing any substances for which there are environmental
quality standards and furthermore its Material Data Safety Sheet does not identify
any environmental hazards and states that wastewater should be discharged to a
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sewage treatment plant. We therefore consider that there is no significant change
to effluent because of the proposed process and no further assessment is
required.

Odour risk

The reactor vessel headspaces will be inerted by a purge flow of nitrogen which
will discharge to atmosphere via vent coolers (used to recover methanol for re-
use) followed by a wet scrubber unit, reducing the risk of odour from this
emission. This odour control system is capable of treating emissions from the
existing process and hence we consider that it will have the capacity to treat the
emissions from the proposed process, given they are expected to be
considerably lower. We have however set an improvement condition for the
operator to provide monitoring data that demonstrates there is no increase in
odour impacts because of this application’s changes.

See also ‘Increase in throughput and waste input’ above.
Addition of FOG Treatment Facility

The FOG Treatment Facility, currently operating under a Minor Operational
Change agreement, removes FOGs from aqueous effluent and concentrates
these to produce brown grease which is then used in the site’s biodiesel
production processes. Initial screening and mechanical separation produce a
FOG-containing liquor and a ‘cleaned’ effluent. The FOG-containing liquor is
subject to further treatment, with any residual liquor returned to the previous
separation stage. The ‘cleaned’ effluent typically contains less than 0.001% of
FOGs and is directed to the on-site ETP assuming its quality meets set
parameters, otherwise it is tankered off-site. Based on the information provided,
we consider that the quantity of FOGs recovered from the aqueous effluent is
maximised and hence the amount of effluent being directed to the on-site ETP is
minimised.

Accepting the ‘cleaned’ effluent does not result in a significant change to the
discharge from the on-site ETP, which will continue to be discharged within the
scope of the current permit. A previous surface water risk assessment showed
that the site’s effluent discharge screens out for an ammonia concentration of 20
mg/l and a limit of 10 mg/l is included in the permit. Limits are also included for
flow, chemical oxygen demand, suspended solids and pH which are in line with
the trade effluent service agreement that is in place. We therefore consider that
no further assessment of the effluent discharge is required.

Addition of existing air emission points

The application includes the addition of existing air emission points, comprising a
carbon filter (A11), extraction system (A12), laboratory fume cupboard vents (A14
and A15) and various tank vents which are only used upon filling due to
displacement.
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The operator submitted a quantitative air emissions risk assessment which
assessed worst-case scenario emissions of ammonia and hydrogen sulphide
from A1l and A12 and also particulate matter (PM1o0) from A12. We have not
identified any other significant sources of hydrogen sulphide, ammonia or PMzo.
We have used the input data provided to check the results and have found higher
long-term process contribution (PC) values, but all substances still screen out as
insignificant for both human and ecological receptors without the need for the
consideration of background concentrations or detailed modelling (all short-term
PCs were less than 10% of the short-term environmental standards and all long-
term PCs were less than 1% of the long-term environmental standards). We
carried out further calculations to assess the nutrient nitrogen and acid deposition
PCs from ammonia emissions at the relevant conservation areas within our
screening distance and these also screened out as insignificant.

We have included an improvement condition for the operator to provide actual
monitoring data to validate the expected emissions.

Fuel switch

The installation includes three boilers which are fuelled by refinery gas and one
boiler which is fuelled by refinery gas or gas oil. The operator will replace the
refinery gas with natural gas due to recent unreliability in the refinery gas supply
and the environmental benefit of reduced sulphur dioxide emissions.

The operator has existing improvement conditions (IC19 and 1C20) relating to the
sulphur content of the refinery gas. These improvement conditions will cease to
be relevant if refinery gas is not used as a fuel. Given the operator’'s commitment
to switch to natural gas and their expectation that this will take place within 12
months, we have therefore extended the deadline for the completion of these to
18/11/2025. The operator proposed a transition period for the continuing use of
refinery gas and so we have also included 18/11/2025 as the date after which
emission limits associated with using natural gas as a fuel will apply. The
operator will however be able to propose alternative dates which we may choose
to agree, to allow for flexibility if we consider that it is appropriate. We have also
included an improvement condition to inform us of progress made towards the
fuel switch.

We consider that this approach formalises the commitment of the operator to
complete the fuel switch, given that we are extending the deadlines for existing
improvement conditions based on this commitment. The operator has agreed
with this approach during the application’s determination.
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Decision considerations

Confidential information

A claim for commercial or industrial confidentiality has been made.

The operator has claimed confidentiality for information related to the new
esterification process, including specific process details and the use of an
additive substance.

We have accepted the claim for confidentiality.

We consider that the inclusion of the relevant information on the public register
would prejudice the applicant’s interests to an unreasonable degree.

The decision was taken in accordance with our guidance on confidentiality.
ldentifying confidential information

We have not identified information provided as part of the application that we
consider to be confidential.

Consultation

The consultation requirements were identified in accordance with the
Environmental Permitting (England and Wales) Regulations (2016) and our
public participation statement.

The application was publicised on the GOV.UK website.

We consulted the following organisations:

e Environmental Protection Department, Cheshire West and Chester
Council
e Health and Safety Executive

No responses were received.

The regulated facility

We considered the extent and nature of the facility at the site in accordance with
RGN2 ‘Understanding the meaning of regulated facility’, Appendix 2 of RGN2
‘Defining the scope of the installation’ and Appendix 1 of RGN 2 ‘Interpretation of
Schedule 1°.
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The new esterification process is considered a new Schedule 1 Section 4.1 Part
A(1) (a) (ii) listed activity since it involves an additive substance not used in
existing activities on-site and therefore a different process chemistry.

The FOG Treatment Facility involves the physical treatment of non-hazardous
waste to produce brown grease, from which biodiesel is eventually produced
following further processing on-site. For the recovery or a mix of recovery and
disposal of non-hazardous waste involving physical treatment, there is no
threshold for capacity above which this constitutes a Schedule 1 listed activity.
The FOG Treatment Facility has therefore been added as a Directly Associated
Activity to the existing listed activities on-site.

The operator has provided the grid reference for the emission points from the
medium combustion plants.

The extent of the facility is defined in the site plan and in the permit. The activities
are defined in table S1.1 of the permit.

The combined net rated thermal input of the plant is greater than 20 MW. In
accordance with the Environmental Permitting (EP) Regulations (England and
Wales) 2016 the activity could be considered to be an aggregated Part B activity
under section 1.1 of schedule 1. However, we are permitting the activity as one
described in schedule 25A as Best Available Techniques (BAT) does not apply to
aggregated section 1.1 Part B activities in accordance with schedule 8 of the EP
Regulations.

The site

The operator has provided a plan which we consider to be satisfactory.
This shows the extent of the site of the facility.

The plan is included in the permit.

Nature conservation, landscape, heritage and protected
species and habitat designations

We have checked the location of the application to assess if it is within the
screening distances we consider relevant for impacts on nature conservation,
landscape, heritage and protected species and habitat designations. The
application is within our screening distances for these designations.

We have assessed the application and its potential to affect sites of nature
conservation, landscape, heritage and protected species and habitat
designations identified in the nature conservation screening report as part of the
permitting process. These include a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), a
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Special Protection Area (SPA), a Special Area of Conservation (SAC), and Local
Wildlife Sites (LWS). The specific sites are:

e Mersey Estuary (SSSI, SPA and Ramsar)

¢ River Dee and Bala Lake (SAC)

e River Gowy (LWS)

e Stanlow Point (LWS)

e Shellway Road Pond South (LWS)

e Gowy Meadows and Ditches (LWS)

e Station Road Railway Site (LWS)

e Shropshire Union Canal Tow Path, Little Stanley to Waverton (LWS)

We consider that the application will not affect any site of nature conservation,
landscape and heritage, and/or protected species or habitats identified.

See ‘Addition of existing air emission points’ section in ‘Key Issues’ for further
details.

We have not consulted Natural England.

The decision was taken in accordance with our guidance.
Environmental risk

We have reviewed the operator's assessment of the environmental risk from the
facility.

The operator’s risk assessment is unsatisfactory and required additional
Environment Agency assessment. This was because the risk of nutrient nitrogen
and acidity deposition from expected emissions of ammonia had not been
assessed. We carried out additional calculations to assess this risk.

The assessment shows that, applying the conservative criteria in our guidance on
environmental risk assessment, all emissions may be screened out as
environmentally insignificant.

See ‘Addition of existing air emission points’ section in ‘Key Issues’ for further
details.

General operating techniques

We have reviewed the techniques used by the operator and compared these with
the relevant guidance notes and we consider them to represent appropriate
techniques for the facility.

The relevant guidance notes are:
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e Best Available Techniques (BAT) Reference Document for the Production
of Large Volume Organic Chemicals
e Medium combustion plant regulations

The operating techniques that the applicant must use are specified in table S1.2
in the environmental permit.

Operating techniques for emissions that screen out as
insignificant
Emissions of ammonia, hydrogen sulphide and particulate matter to air have

been screened out as insignificant, and so we agree that the applicant’s
proposed techniques are Best Available Techniques (BAT) for the installation.

We consider that the emission limits included in the installation permit reflect the
BAT for the sector.

National Air Pollution Control Programme

We have considered the National Air Pollution Control Programme as required by
the National Emissions Ceilings Regulations 2018. By setting emission limit
values in line with technical guidance we are minimising emissions to air. This will
aid the delivery of national air quality targets. We do not consider that we need to
include any additional conditions in this permit.

Changes to the permit conditions due to an Environment
Agency initiated variation

We have varied the permit as stated in the variation notice. This is because we
have reviewed the permit against the requirements of the Medium Combustion
Plant Directive for 2025 and 2030.

Raw materials

We have specified limits and controls on the use of raw materials and fuels.

As a result of this application, we have specified that the proposed fuel of natural
gas will meet National Grid specification.

Pre-operational conditions

Based on the information in the application, we consider that we need to include
pre-operational conditions.

We have included a pre-operational condition to ensure that the operator, in
relation to the new esterification process and prior to commencing this activity:

Page 10 of 13

OFFICIAL



OFFICIAL

e Updates the site’s Environmental Management System and Odour
Management Plan.

e Follows the site’s Management of Change process when repurposing
plant.

e Carries out internal inspections of bulk storage tanks and reactor vessels.

Improvement programme

Based on the information in the application, we consider that we need to include
an improvement programme.

We have included an improvement programme to ensure that:

o We are kept informed of progress towards the fuel switch from refinery to
natural gas.

e The expectation of no increase in odour impacts because of this
application’s changes is validated, or methods to reduce or eliminate
odour from the sources identified in this application are proposed and
implemented.

e Actual air emissions from the new esterification process and the addition
of existing emission points screen out as insignificant, or measures to be
taken to reduce or abate emissions are proposed and implemented.

Emission limits
Emission Limit Values (ELVs) have been amended for the following substances:
e Oxides of nitrogen

These have been amended for emission points Al (steam boiler), A2 (thermal oil
heater), A5 (steam boiler) and A6 (steam boiler) because of the requirements of

the medium combustion plant regulations, however they are only amended once
the fuel switch from refinery to natural gas has been made. Existing limits remain
in place until that point.

Emission Limit Values (ELVS) have been deleted for the following substances:
e Sulphur dioxide

These have been deleted for emission points Al, A2, A5 and A6 because of the
requirements of the medium combustion plant regulations, however they are only
deleted once the fuel switch has taken place. Existing limits remain in place until
that point.

See ‘Fuel switch’ section in ‘Key Issues’ for further details.
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Monitoring

We have decided that monitoring should be added for the following parameters,
using the methods detailed and to the frequencies specified:

e Carbon monoxide (from emission points Al, A2, A5, A6 and A7)

These monitoring requirements have been included to meet the requirements of
the medium combustion plant regulations.

We made these decisions in accordance with our guidance: Medium combustion
plant and specified generators: environmental permits - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)

We have decided that monitoring methods should be amended for the following
parameters:

e Ammonia
e Chemical oxygen demand
e Suspended solids

These have been amended for emission point S1 to require spot sampling as
opposed to composite sampling. A tank is used to provide interim storage before
the discharge of treated effluent, with the discharge pump from this tank
activating once the volume reaches 95% and shutting off at 30%. The discharge
is not therefore continuous and does not always take place within a 24-hour
period. The operator considers that the effluent is likely to be well-mixed given
the storage time. We have checked the report for the most recent monitoring
period of 01/01/2023 to 31/12/2023, which shows that there were no
exceedances of any of the above parameters. We therefore agree with the
operator’s proposal to carry out a daily spot sample when the discharge is taking
place, and we expect this to provide a sufficiently representative sample.

Based on the information in the application we are satisfied that the operator’s
techniques, personnel and equipment have either MCERTS certification or
MCERTS accreditation as appropriate.

Reporting
We have added reporting in the permit for the following parameters:
e Carbon monoxide (from emission points Al, A2, A5, A6 and A7)

These reporting requirements have been included to meet the requirements of
the medium combustion plant regulations.

We made these decisions in accordance with our guidance: Medium combustion
plant and specified generators: environmental permits - GOV.UK (www.qov.uk)

Page 12 of 13

OFFICIAL


https://www.gov.uk/guidance/medium-combustion-plant-and-specified-generators-environmental-permits#medium-combustion-plants
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/medium-combustion-plant-and-specified-generators-environmental-permits#medium-combustion-plants
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/medium-combustion-plant-and-specified-generators-environmental-permits#medium-combustion-plants
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/medium-combustion-plant-and-specified-generators-environmental-permits#medium-combustion-plants

OFFICIAL

Management system

We are not aware of any reason to consider that the operator will not have the
management system to enable it to comply with the permit conditions.

The decision was taken in accordance with the guidance on operator
competence and how to develop a management system for environmental
permits.

Growth duty

We have considered our duty to have regard to the desirability of promoting
economic growth set out in section 108(1) of the Deregulation Act 2015 and the
guidance issued under section 110 of that Act in deciding whether to grant this
permit variation.

Paragraph 1.3 of the guidance says:

“The primary role of regulators, in delivering regulation, is to achieve the
regulatory outcomes for which they are responsible. For a number of regulators,
these regulatory outcomes include an explicit reference to development or
growth. The growth duty establishes economic growth as a factor that all
specified regulators should have regard to, alongside the delivery of the
protections set out in the relevant legislation.”

We have addressed the legislative requirements and environmental standards to
be set for this operation in the body of the decision document above. The
guidance is clear at paragraph 1.5 that the growth duty does not legitimise non-
compliance and its purpose is not to achieve or pursue economic growth at the
expense of necessary protections.

We consider the requirements and standards we have set in this permit are
reasonable and necessary to avoid a risk of an unacceptable level of pollution.
This also promotes growth amongst legitimate operators because the standards
applied to the operator are consistent across businesses in this sector and have
been set to achieve the required legislative standards.
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