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Exec summary  
AEA Energy & Environment and BRE have appointed Salvo1, the reclamation information 
network, to conduct a survey of the UK reclamation industry to fill evidence gaps for the 
BREW pilot project ‘Developing a Strategic Approach to Construction Waste’. This survey 
builds on a similar exercise carried out by Salvo for BRE in 1998, and therefore should 
give not only a contemporary picture but also an idea of trends in the reclamation industry 
which can be extrapolated into the medium to long term. 

                                                 
1 See appendix 
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Introduction 
Salvo and BRE did the first BigREc Survey in 1998. This is the only survey of the UK trade 
in reclaimed building materials and architectural antiques. The aim was to create a picture 
of the economic and environmental contribution made by the industry. BigREc1 showed 
that there were 2,500 building and garden antique and salvage businesses in the UK, 
employing 42,000 people and with total annual sales of around £1 billion.  

The UK produces 100 million tonnes of construction & demolition waste a year, of which 
5% was being reclaimed in 1998. Reclamation of high embodied energy materials, such as 
bricks, can have a positive environmental impact by saving energy and carbon dioxide 
emissions.  

This thorough survey has been the only one carried out on the reclamation industry and as 
such provides a baseline for the year 1998. With much policy being directed at waste 
management (particularly recycling and resource efficiency) it is important to assess the 
impact that this policy is having on the reclamation industry and subsequent reuse levels. 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that the reclamation industry has been affected by the push 
towards recycling with companies finding it harder to source salvage materials with some 
having to use materials from overseas. Other impacts include health and safety, insurance 
and access to sites.  

AEA/BRE have now commissioned Salvo to undertake BigREc2, to see how the 
reclamation industry has changed since BigREc1. Has recycling and legislation had an 
impact? Where is the industry heading? What problems and opportunities exist? The 
BigREc2 survey will provide a true picture backed up by sound data which can be used as 
evidence for future policy direction. Importantly, the same methodology will be used as the 
first survey to provide consistency.  

 



 5 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Methodology 



 6 

Methodology 
The BigREc survey consists of two data sets comprising a simple summary of the UK 
trade by turnover, region and sector using a returnable “yellow postcard”, and an in-depth 
questionnaire. 

BigREc1 polled approximately 1800 UK business trading in reclaimed building materials. 
These businesses were listed by Salvo as subscribers or advertisers, or otherwise 
appeared on Salvo’s database. Businesses were polled initially with the postcard which 
simply requested a short summary of business activity and a total sales turnover figure. 
288 postcards were completed and returned. 600 business were polled with the full 
questionnaire of 26 pages and 200+ questions covering the following categories: 

 
General questions business confidence 

 communications 

 stockholding 

  

Salvaged materials iron & steel 

 concrete & recycled aggregate 

 wood 

  

Reclaimed materials timber beams 

 bricks 

 roof slates & tiles 

 stone 

 flooring 

 paving 

  

Structural architectural antiques architectural stone, slate & marble 

 architectural woodwork 

 architectural iron & metalwork 

 architectural terracotta 

  

Ornamental architectural & 
garden antiques 

ornamental stone, slate & marble 

 ornamental woodwork 

 ornamental ironwork, metalwork & brassware 

 ornamental terracotta & composition stone 

  

Other materials old bathrooms 

 any others 
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Typical detailed questions under these categories covered: 

Stock total stock value 

 total stock quantity 

 breakdown by type 

  

Sources distance stock comes from 

 sources 

  

Sales total sales 

 breakdown of buyers by type 

 where do goods travel 

 value of a typical sale 

  

Employment number of jobs supported (fte) 

  

Questions specific to material eg. standards of supply, quantities recycled or 
destroyed 

 

88 completed questionnaires were returned by businesses in England, Scotland & Wales. 
The survey was supplemented by a number of face-to-face interviews to clarify some of 
the issues raised. 

In 1998 the trade were relatively cooperative, but it has been suggested to Salvo that they 
could be more reluctant this time, partly due to disappointment with the outcomes for the 
industry. Salvo has therefore taken care to maximise exposure for BigREc2 and has 
undertaken a major business information gathering exercise. The Salvo database contains 
several thousand UK businesses, but it is anticipated that the final number of actual 
dealers will be in the region of 2,000.  
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Summary to date 
Salvo has prepared updated versions of the yellow postcard and full questionnaire for 
BigREc2, and updated its business database. Specific issues in the preparation of 
BigREc2 include: 

Software 
The 1998 BigREc Survey data was input into a bespoke package written using database 
software called FMPro, which was then output to Excel spreadsheets, and aggregated into 
regional statistics. The original source data was kept on disks and luckily the FMPro 
software has been upgraded but is still available. 

Salvo looked at options for presenting the questionnaires online and trialled two versions 
but after some deliberation it became clear that the limitations of an online survey 
outweighed the advantages. All the off-the-peg online survey software examined was 
consumer-orientated - for customer satisfaction surveys. Adapting standard PHP and 
MySQL survey software would have been quite complex, and would only have provided a 
front end, or input system. The outputs would still have needed to be dealt with using 
spreadsheets.  

The other main disadvantages of either off-the-peg or bespoke software was the difficulty 
of allowing respondents to complete the survey at more than one session. It was decided 
that the best system was going to be similar to the first survey: paper-based 
questionnaires which are input by us into database software, aggregated and sorted, then 
output into spreadsheets, then placed into presentation format as a written report and on 
CD or DVD. Salvo uses either Macintosh or Linux platforms and software, but all outputs 
will be Microsoft compatible. 

 

BigREc 2 Questionnaire  

A quick check back to 1998 shows that nearly half of the businesses which completed the 
1998 questionnaire are no longer trading. Salvo hopes that 50 of the businesses which 
completed the BigREc1 questionnaire will also complete it for BigREc2, along with 40-50 
new ones. Salvo expect to post out around 600 questionnaires but that only one in six of 
those will be returned. 

The new questionnaire will contain all the original questions as well as questions about 
their business performance in intervening 8 years between BigREc1 and BigREc2. 
The questionnaire comments fields will be broadly as before. Salvo will pick up on 
comments for interviews to feed into case studies. Participants will also be able to email, 
phone and fax any comments they would like to make.  

A half page ad was placed in SalvoNEWS 261 (18/10/06) explaining what was going to 
happen. This included an explanatory panel, which will also be placed on a web page 
(probably at www.reuse.it/BigREc). The ad explained the two-part survey - yellow postcard 
and main BigREc2 Questionnaire. It was agreed that respondents who completed and 
returned the postcard would be entered in a draw the winner of which would receive a 
complimentary SalvoNEWS and SalvoWEB subscription worth £50. Respondents who 
complete the full questionnaire would be entered in a draw for a free stand at next year's 
Salvo Fair worth around £500. 
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Regional statistics 
BigREc1 used its own geographical split to aggregate statistics into the following regions: 

England: South Western Channel Islands, Cornwall, Devon, 
Somerset, Dorset, Wiltshire, Bristol, 
Gloucestershire 

England: Southern Berks, Hants inc Isle of Wight, W Sussex, E 
Sussex, Kent, Surrey 

England: London  

England: Eastern Essex, Herts, Beds, Cambs, Suffolk, 
Norfolk, Lincs 

England: Central Oxon, Hereford & Worcs, Shrops, Warks, W 
Midland, Staffs, Leics, Northants, Notts, 
Derby 

England: Northern Cheshire, Merseyside, Greater Manchester, 
Lancs, W Yorks, S Yorks, Humberside 
(since been split between Lincs and E 
Yorks), N Yorks, Cumbria, Co Durham, 
Tyne & Wear, Cleveland, Northumberland, 
Isle of Man 

Wales all 

Scotland all 

Northern Ireland [no respondents in 1998] 

 

Presentation of regional statistics for BigREc2 has not been finalised. It has been 
suggested that these be presented in the same regions as per BigREc1 for the purposes 
of direct comparison, with the possibility of re-analysis and re-presentation by government 
office region in the future. 

Embodied energy 
Some attempt was made by Salvo to evaluate the energy and resource impact of the UK 
salvage trade in BigREc 1, but in 1998 carbon emissions were not considered as 
significant as they are today. In 1998 the total tonnage diverted from landfill seemed to be 
most important. BRE is planning to make as assessment of the embodied energy savings 
achieved by the reuse of reclaimed materials, using BRE's in-house methodology.  
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Next Phase of Work  

Yellow Postcard 
The yellow postcard will be sent to all businesses that Salvo believe to be active in the 
sector, which we expect to be around 2,000 businesses. The typical business in 1998 
employed five people, but many were one person operations. The largest businesses 
employ dozens of people and turnover millions.   

The 1998 Yellow Postcard data has now been successfully retrieved and converted using 
newly purchased FMPro software. The 2006 yellow postcard will be distributed gradually 
between 1 - 31 November as each county and region is updated. 

Salvo will put an information and help page on the internet in due course. Salvo is also 
adding all NFDC demolition contractors to the current Salvo Directory list of other 
demolition contractors who tend to salvage more materials. 

Questionnaire 
Once the postcards are in circulation, Salvo will follow up targeted businesses with the full 
questionnaire. This will include all extant businesses which completed the BigREc1 
questionnaire. Businesses can also request the questionnaire using the yellow postcard 
Data gathering and analysis will overlap with this process. 

Reports 
Results of the BigREc survey will be presented as a stand-alone report, as a BRE 
information paper and incorporated into the deliverables for the AEA/BRE project 
‘Developing a Strategic Approach to Construction Waste’.  

Salvo hopes to produce outputs post-project, possibly including a DVD combining report 
statistics with video interviews with dealers. Salvo also hopes to make data and charts 
accessible online. 
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Appendix 
1. Yellow Postcard  pdf 

 


