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Executive  
Summary

This situation is unlikely to 
change and therefore we need 
new approaches towards the 
issue of litter and we need them 
soon. Thankfully, we are starting 
to see many ideas materialise 
– some of which are shared in 
this report. At the heart of these 
approaches is the need to find 
solutions that prevent litter being 
dropped in the first place. Local 
authorities, other land managers 
and civil society are all doing their 
best, but to make this stick and 
to make the changes we want 
to see we need collaborative 
support and leadership from 
central government and for 
businesses to recognise that 
being part of the solution can 
benefit society, the environment 
and their business as well.

Sadly, the present government 
has all but walked away from 
litter. Litter is a ‘lost’ subject 
in government that is rarely 
mentioned and we have no 
overarching English litter 
strategy. Furthermore, excellent 
local initiatives in communities 
and schools are starting to 
become a thing of the past as 
local authorities are forced to 
concentrate on statutory services 
and charities working on local 
environmental issues struggle to 
keep going. Businesses seem to 
be aware of the negative impact 

Cleaning up litter around the clock is no longer an 
option as council budgets continue to be slashed 
across England. The scenes across the country in 

November 2013 as 15 local authorities took part in 
an experiment and stopped cleaning ‘one side the 

fence’ for 48 hours could become commonplace in 
a few years’ time. 

Together we can 
prevent litter.

of litter on their brands and trade, 
though many also appear to be 
reluctant to do anything about 
it. Communities are gradually 
waking up and realising that if 
you want to get stuff done one 
of the best solutions is to do it 
yourself. 

We believe two things are certain. 
Firstly, littering behaviours are 
ultimately the responsibility 
of litterers. Secondly, and 
importantly, if we are going to 
educate and help people to stop 
littering we need commitment 
and support from all sectors – 
local and central government, 
businesses, schools, charities, 
the police, our National Health 
Service and, of course, the 
community.

This is the aim of Keep Britain 
Tidy’s latest litter campaign: 
Which Side of the Fence are 
You on? It calls on government 
and businesses to help us, local 
land managers and community 
partners, by doing more to 
prevent littering. 

But it is not just Keep Britain 
Tidy that believes we need 
new ideas, collaboration and 
leadership to prevent litter. 
This collection of independent 
think-pieces from stakeholders 
across different sectors aims to 
provide examples and actions to 
enable government, businesses, 
communities and local authorities 
to do more to prevent litter in 
England. 

It is an important contribution 
towards Keep Britain Tidy’s 
campaign, Which Side of the 
Fence are You on? 
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Introduction: Setting the scene – why is prevention required and 
why we need the Which Side of the Fence are You on? campaign

a. The importance of governmental leadership  

1. How can better evidence support governmental policy to 
reduce litter? - Chris Sherrington, Senior Consultant, Eunomia

2. Governmental policy needs to reflect social justice issues 
in the prevention of litter - Dr Elizabeth Brooks, Research 
Associate, and Professor Simin Davoudi, Professor of 
Environmental Law and Planning, Newcastle University

3. Making the invisible visible - making the link between land 
and marine litter? - Dr Sue Kinsey, Senior Pollution Policy 
Officer, Marine Conservation Society

b. Businesses must be part of the solution   

1. Can brands be part of the solution? - Dr Stuart Roper, 
Senior Lecturer in Marketing, Manchester Business School

2. What is the role for shopping centres to reduce litter? 
- Helen Drury, Sustainability and Community Engagement 
Advisor, British Council of Shopping Centres

3. A proactive corporate approach to reduce litter - Peter 
Schroeder, Environment Manager, McDonald’s

c. Local authorities will continue to play a vital role in local 
    solutions

1. Keep calm and carry on - Litter prevention in an inner-city 
London council - Jamie Blake, Director Public Realm, London 
Borough of Tower Hamlets

2. Partnership solutions in collaboration with businesses 
to prevent vehicle litter - Ruth Mulvany, Street Environment 
Manager, North West Leicestershire Council

3. Running successful local behaviour change campaigns 
alongside the community - Tania Roberge, Marketing and 
Communications Manager, Braintree District Council 

d. Putting people at the heart of litter solutions

1. Strengthening communities by reducing litter - George 
Monck, Chief Executive, CleanupUK

2. If we want schools to play a role in solving our litter problems, 
we need to understand what ‘litter education’ actually is - 
Morgan Phillips, Education Manager, Keep Britain Tidy

3. It’s a pride thing – making differences on the ground - 
Camden Blomerley, Civic Pride Rossendale
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Introduction

In recent months there has been a bit of a buzz 
in England when it comes to litter. From the 

government decision to charge for single-use 
plastic bags to the release of Keep Britain Tidy’s  

Big Litter Inquiry... 

...from the hugely successful 
Which Side of the Fence…? 
conference, to a series of social 
experiments across England to 
look at what happens when litter 
is left to accumulate. Finally, our 
charity’s recent feature on BBC 
Panorama’s Our Dirty Nation litter 
special.

This interest and media spotlight 
for a largely forgotten issue is 
principally the result of Keep 
Britain Tidy’s Which Side of the 
Fence are You on? campaign, 
which launched in June. It has 
three clear objectives:

1. To get party political backing
for a commitment to a litter 
strategy in the 2015 General 
Election manifestos;

2. To enable greater action by
relevant businesses to reduce 
the instances of their brand 

being seen as litter in the 
gutter, and

3. To support and help local land
managers and communities to 
develop and scale solutions to 
reduce litter.

In order to achieve any of 
these goals we must work 
collaboratively and in partnership. 
This is why we invited 12 leading 
stakeholders from across 
different sectors to write an 
article on how we should prevent 
litter.

We have assembled a diverse 
range of commentators, including 
local community activists, local 
authority managers, leading 
multinational businesses and 
associations, as well as charities 
and academics. 

Loosely, the contributions focus 
on the following solutions:

1. The importance of 
    governmental leadership

2. Businesses must be part of the 
    solution

3. The vital role for local 
    authorities

4. Putting people at the heart of 
    local litter solutions

While contributors come from 
diverse backgrounds, it is 
interesting to note that there 
are many similarities in the 
perspectives on offer. It is 
encouraging to see both the 
evidence that suggests ignoring 
litter is a big mistake for the 
environment, for society and for 
our economy and, alongside this, 
the ideas and solutions that can 
reduce these problems.

Which Side of the Fence are You on? social experiment as featured on  
BBC Panorama
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In our first chapter, focusing 
on governmental leadership, 
Chris Sherrington from research 
consultancy Eunomia references 
work undertaken recently in 
Scotland, which clearly shows 
the wider economic cost of 
litter and what people would 
be willing to pay to be rid of 
it. The results are clear and 
the Scottish government is 
currently developing a strategy 
for action. Dr Elizabeth Brooks 
and Prof Simin Davoudi illustrate 
powerfully, through story-telling, 
how litter has a strong social 
justice dimension and the need 
to ensure social justice must 
be considered in its prevention. 
Finally, Dr Sue Kinsey from the 
Marine Conservation Society 
explains how much marine litter 
has increased in recent years 
and that most of this originates 
from the land. If we are going to 
tackle this problem we need to 
better make the case, showing 
the link between littering on 
land and pollution at sea. 
The European Union has an 
important leadership role to play 
in this under the Marine Strategy 
Framework Directive.

In chapter two, we look at what 
businesses should be doing. 
Dr Stuart Roper, a brand expert 
from Manchester Business 
School, shares research 
that demonstrates how litter 
negatively affects attitudes 
towards the brand, brand 
personality and behavioural 
intent. Stuart argues that litter 
needs to be repositioned in 
the minds of the branding 
executives. Rather than seeing 

litter as uncontrollable externality 
over which they have no control, 
perhaps they should see litter 
as an extension of their own 
(controllable) marketing mix. 
Helen Drury from the British 
Council of Shopping Centres 
outlines the important role of 
shopping centres in reducing 
litter and being a good 
community neighbour. She says: 
“By bridging the gap between the 
local community and businesses, 
shopping centres can facilitate 
real change.” Finally, we 
hear from one of the most 
recognised brands in the world 
– McDonald’s. Peter Schroeder 
explains why and how companies 
can take a pro-active approach 
to litter following the example set 
by McDonald’s.

In chapter three, we focus 
in on local authorities. Jamey 
Blake from Tower Hamlets 
discusses their successful five-
step approach, which has led 
to reduced litter and increased 
resident satisfaction in his inner-
London borough. Ruth Mulvany 
from North West Leicestershire 
tells us about their award-winning 
partnership with Pall-Ex to 
reduce litter from long-distance 
haulage lorries. Finally, one 
of the most progressive local 
authorities, Braintree District 
Council share their approach to 
preventing litter.

In our final section we focus 
in on communities to make 
sure we put people at the 
heart of solutions to our litter 
problem. George Monck from 
charity CleanupUK shares some 

Introduction
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of their findings about how 
local communities are coming 
together around reducing litter. 
He suggests that, in this new 
age of austerity and cuts, if 
communities are going to rid 
themselves of litter they will have 
to - and can - do it themselves. 
If communities are going to take 
action we also need to involve 
children and young people. 
Morgan Phillips from Keep Britain 
Tidy shares his thoughts on how 
we need to embed education for 
sustainability into education to 
build the understanding, skills 
and values of the next generation 
to prevent litter. Finally, Camden 
Blomerley from Civic Pride 
Rossendale shares her thoughts 
from the front line through her 
experience of watching littering 
and reducing it by instilling civic 
pride in the local area. 

Introduction
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Why worry?
Is all this concern about litter 
overblown? Does government 
really need to intervene to 
reduce levels of litter, or is it 
not just a distraction from more 
urgent issues? What are the 
negative effects of litter and how 
significant are they and, given the 
range of apparently competing 
pressures, what is a policymaker 
to do?

The development of policy by 
government requires evidence. 
While there will always be 
(possibly controversial) 
exceptions to this rule, for 
the most part it holds true. 
Policymakers need a reasonable 
grasp of both the problem that 
they are seeking to tackle, 

Section A:
The importance of governmental 
leadership 

1. How can better evidence support 
governmental policy to reduce litter?

Chris Sherrington
Senior Consultant, 

Eunomia Research & 
Consulting

and the likely effects of any 
interventions that they may 
undertake. 

The case of litter is an interesting 
one in this regard. Dismissed 
by some as simply an ‘emotive’ 
issue focused on a tiny 
proportion of the overall waste 
stream, understanding of the 
range and scale of its negative 
effects is building fast. In order 
for government to be able to 
make informed decisions as to 
whether to take action, and how 
to take action, enhancing this 
knowledge is essential. 

The cost of litter
Discussion of impacts of litter 
is inevitably framed in terms of 
costs. The most obvious type 
is the ‘direct cost’, which is the 
cost to local authorities and 
other duty bodies of clearing 
away litter. Beyond these direct 
costs is what one might term 
‘indirect costs’ – i.e. the costs to 
other stakeholders. While these 
are less well understood, initial 
estimates suggest that they are 
considerable - far outweighing 
the direct costs. 

Research commissioned this year 
by Zero Waste Scotland (ZWS) 
has begun to explore a number 
of these indirect cost categories 
north of the border, looking both 
at costs that are ‘internalised’ 
within market transactions, 
and ‘externalities’, for which 

Does government need to intervene to reduce levels of litter?
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no market exists. An example 
of an internalised cost is that 
arising from having to deal with 
a puncture caused by broken 
glass from a littered bottle. An 
externalised cost, by contrast, 
could be the sense of ‘welfare 
loss’ associated with the visual 
disamenity of a park being strewn 
with litter.

The ZWS research identified 
evidence that a littered 
environment can contribute to 
poor mental health, increase the 
likelihood of crime and reduce 
property values. Other types of 
indirect costs identified were 
associated with road traffic 
accidents, fires and vermin. 

Focusing solely on crime, the 
annual costs attributable to litter 
were identified as being up to 
£22.5 million in Scotland alone. 
For mental health and wellbeing, 
the study estimated attributable 
costs to be of the order of £53 
million. 

One immediate and important 
effect of this research has been 
to raise awareness among 
stakeholders that they are, 
indeed, stakeholders. For 
example, since the publication 
of the report, NHS Scotland has 
shown interest in the effects 
of litter on mental health and 
wellbeing and the Scottish 
Fire Service has become 
further involved in the issue.  
This is an encouraging trend 
and, if replicated with other 
stakeholders, should facilitate 
further uncovering of evidence. 

Willingness to pay
The study also built on research 
into local environmental quality 
undertaken for Defra1. Looking 
at externalised costs, this report 
identified the public’s mean 
willingness to pay (WTP), via 
an increase in Council Tax, for 
a number of improvements in 
a range of local environmental 
factors. 

Litter was identified in the 
research as the factor with the 
most significant effect on local 
environmental quality, with the 
highest mean WTP to reduce 
it. Applying the values from 
this research to Scotland, an 
aggregate WTP of between £500 
million and £770 million was 
identified. This can be taken as a 
broad measure of the disamenity 
impact, i.e. just how upset people 
feel about the level of litter in 
their local neighbourhood. This 
value arguably incorporates 
some considerations such as 
effects of litter on crime and 
property values, and gives an 
approximate picture of the ‘size 
of the prize’ - an indication of the 
‘welfare improvement’ that would 
be associated with successfully 
tackling litter. 

While such evidence is useful, 
clearly emphasising the scale 
of dissatisfaction with littered 
environments, it gives no insight 
into the differing disamenity 
impacts associated with 
specific types of litter. A better 
understanding of the relative 
impact of litter types should 
allow for the most cost-effective 
measures to be prioritised.

Section A:
The importance of governmental leadership 

‘In Scotland people 
would be willing 
to pay between 

£500m and £770m 
to prevent litter’
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It would seem intuitive that the 
disamenity of an item is related, 
at least, to both the volume of the 
item (which affects its visibility), 
and the material from which the 
item is made (for example dog 
fouling in comparison to cigarette 
butts) and its perceived impacts 
(for example plastic bags and 
turtles). However, while there is 
a lot of research on perceptions 
towards litter, there is, as yet, 
no available research on this 
matter of relative disamenity 
(although I suspect that existing 
and proposed levies on single-

use carrier bags provide a good 
example of an item of high 
disamenity value being tackled in 
an effective manner).

Bottling it
Beverage containers are another 
highly visible type of litter. A 
2010 study for the Campaign 
for the Protection of Rural 
England on the introduction 
of a UK-wide deposit-refund 
system for beverage containers 

found that the benefits of such 
a system outweighed the costs 
once account was taken of the 
disamenity impact of litter2. At 
the time, prior to the publication 
of the Defra study cited above, 
there was an absence of reliable 
estimates on disamenity, and 
the values selected were much 
lower than those more recently 
identified. On the basis of the 
revised disamenity figures, the 
case for deposits looks even 
stronger. 

But I still believe we are far from 
fully identifying the true extent of 
the costs associated with littered 
items. Awareness of the impacts 
of litter in the marine environment 
has increased in recent years, 
and I anticipate that evidence 
of the types of impact, and 
calculations of their associated 
costs, will continue to expand. 
The growing problem of micro-
plastics, and the way in which 
plastics are entering the food 
chain, undoubtedly gives rise to 
costs at some point, but as yet 
there is insufficient evidence to 
fully understand these impacts.

In the bag
On a recent walk in the Lake 
District, of the litter that I picked 
up, crisp packets comprised 
the greatest number of items. 
This got me thinking about 
whether deposit refunds could 
be applied to such packaging. 
As crisp packets fold up small, 
in many ways they would 
be easier to store - and then 
return - than bottles or cans. If 
reverse vending machines were 
adapted to accept them, they 

1. How can better evidence support governmental policy to 
reduce litter?

There is a strong case for bringing back a bottle deposit system in England
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would again not take up too 
much space. While currently 
not recyclable, and comprised 
of less valuable materials 
than beverage containers, in 
anticipation of high rates of return 
of a segregated stream of crisp 
packets, manufacturers may seek 
to adapt the composition of the 
packaging. 

Unaccompanied by robust 
research, such thoughts would 
just be idle speculation in the 
course of a pleasant walk. In 
order to properly investigate 
the feasibility of such a plan, 
an understanding would be 
required of all the associated 
costs and benefits. Highly 
visible, containing plastic and 
readily transported by wind 
or water, I would imagine that 
the disamenity impacts of 
crisp packets would be quite 
significant. Given the low material 
values, would the benefits of 
such a system outweigh the 
costs? Let’s take a look at the 
evidence… 

--------------------------------------
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2. Government policy needs to reflect social 
justice on litter

Dr Elizabeth Brooks 
and Professor Simin 

Davoudi
Newcastle University

A fter sending out numerous 
letters, a young unemployed 

man finally received an 
appointment for a job interview. 
To save on the bus fare, he 
cycled to his appointment and 
arrived in good time, although a 
little out of sorts, as it had been 
raining and he was concerned 
about his appearance. It was only 
after a long wait that he gradually 
faced up to the realisation that 
nobody was going to turn up: 
he had been stood-up by the 
prospective employer. Feeling 
devalued and frustrated, he lit up 
a cigarette and tried to regain his 
calm. As he prepared to mount 
his cycle for the ride home, he 
was surprised by a tap on the 
shoulder. For a brief moment 
it occurred to him that the 
interviewer had finally arrived and 
he would have his chance to put 
his case for the job. 

But when he turned around, 
he was instead confronted by 

a man in a high-visibility jacket 
who, rather forcefully, asked for 
his name and address prior to 
issuing him with an £80 Fixed 
Penalty Notice for littering. He 
could not deny his error: there 
was the discarded stub of his 
cigarette, lying in the rainy gutter, 
along with a host of others 
washed there by the rain. A 
reflex action, to which he had 
barely given a moment’s thought, 
was instantly transformed into 
a financial crisis: the loss of 
more than a week’s Jobseeker’s 
allowance (£71.70), and almost 
the amount of his weekly housing 
benefit1.  

This story inspires mixed feelings. 
On the one hand, we feel some 
sympathy for this man’s plight 
and, on the other, we know that 
he should not have dropped 
his butt on the street. And that 
the fine, though steep, could 
be effective in deterring him 
from future littering, as well 
as contributing towards the 
immense cost of street cleansing 
that falls to local councils. In 
the long run, it could also be an 
added deterrent to his smoking 
habit and its prohibitive cost2. 

Now, let us delve a bit deeper 
and look at the many factors 
underlying his transgression 
in this incident. Embedded in 
these factors lie a number of 
justice questions, of which one 
relates to the justice of placing 
the burden of punishment solely 
on offenders like the man in our 
story.

To begin with, he fits the profile 
of a typical litterer, being young, 
male and on a low income3.  

2. Government policy needs to reflect social justice on litter

Is enforcement proportional and a good solution for preventing litter?
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Purely by virtue of a relative 
lack of years, a young person 
will have been less exposed to 
public information programmes 
against littering. This is even 
more the case in the UK, where 
the government’s long-running 
public information service has 
been scaled down over the turn 
of the millennium, culminating 
in its closure and outsourcing4.  
Thus, it is unlikely that young 
people of this generation have 
received much authoritative 
anti-littering education from a 
central source. Paradoxically, 
this has taken place during a 
period when evidence of the 
disastrous cumulative impacts of 
littering on wildlife and the wider 
environment (not to mention 
the public purse) has reached 
a highpoint of urgency. For 
example, young people might not 
be so careless about discarding 
stubs if they realised that 750,000 
tonnes of them are discarded 
over the world every year, and 
that these leach toxins that 
are dangerous for wildlife and 
ecosystems5.  

In terms of information at local 
level, government guidance 
emphasises that the introduction 
of Fixed Penalty Notices should 
be preceded by widespread 
notification and warning so 
that people are prepared for 
the new penalties6.  In practice, 
however, it has been argued that 
the opposite can occur, where 
little effort is put into raising 
awareness and some contracted-
out inspectors, paid in line with 
the number of fines issued, 
conceal their presence so as 
to surprise people in the act of 

littering. In some cases the fines 
have even been applied in error7  
and, more importantly, such 
practices bring into question 
the purpose of the fine: is it to 
deter people from littering or is 
it a source of revenue? If people 
feel that the latter is true, issuing 
such fines can have adverse 
implications. 

Public campaigns against littering 
should take into account the 
social and cultural contexts that 
shape people’s behaviour and, 
as such, they should be tailor-
made to particular social groups 
and types of litter. Furthermore, 
messages need to be clear, 
attention-grabbing and reiterated. 
Tactics to reduce cigarette 
littering might include:

• Labelling of the general 
disposal facilities, to advise 
whether cigarette stubs can be 
disposed there without fire risk;

• Signposting of the nearest safe 
disposal facility;8 

• Putting an obligation on litter 
enforcement officers to give 
warnings, for example, issuing 
first-time offenders with a 
caution, rather than a penalty; 

• Adding clear signs at the 
point of sale about appropriate 
disposal of cigarette-related 
waste;

• Focusing behaviour change 
campaigns in the places where 
people are most likely to 
smoke and to litter – offices, 
entertainment venues, bus stops 
and run-down neighbourhoods.

Section A:
The importance of governmental leadership 

‘What is the 
purpose of the 

fine: is it to deter 
people from 

littering or is it a 
source of revenue? 

If people feel that 
the latter is true, 

issuing such fines 
can have adverse 

implications’
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Even if all the above were 
adopted, it would remain 
the case that the main items 
of cigarette litter, cigarette 
filters, are indefensible in their 
current form. They could be 
made biodegradable, but the 
manufacturers do not want 
to pay the extra costs. They 
contribute no health benefits to 
smokers – indeed, it has even 
been suggested that they add 
a risk of further cancers.9 This 
brings us on to the wider issue 
of the social justice of littering. 
The smoker themself is clearly 
at one extreme on a chain 
of responsibility that begins 
squarely with the manufacturer; 
then travels down from packager 
and retailer; to the state and 
layers of local government with 

their various responsibilities for 
information and infrastructure 
provision, to those who are 
tasked with issuing the fines.

Coming after this, at the end of 
the chain, the litterer is likely to 
be the least powerful actor, and 
once caught, has few choices. 
Thus, although the young man of 
our story may feel an instinctive 
recoil at the size of the fine, he 
will be under pressure to pay 
up quickly, in the knowledge 
that if he does not pay the Fixed 
Penalty Notice in 14 days, he can 
be prosecuted and convicted for 
a much larger amount.10

This is the context in which 
we propose that, as a start to 
improving the social justice of 
litter prevention, the offender is 
given an alternative to paying 
his fine (which would also 
allow greater justice in cases 
where there is dispute over the 
offence having taken place). 
The alternative could consist of 
a day of education about the 
consequences of littering (as 
is the case with some traffic 
offences such as speeding) 
and perhaps even participation 
in a collective litter clean-up 
operation as a way of reinforcing 
the message. 

Who knows, as a result, we may 
even be equipping our litterer 
with all he needs to shift his 
position on littering to ‘the right 
side of the fence’? 
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3. Marine litter – making the invisible visible

Dr Sue Kinsey 
Senior Pollution Policy 

Officer,
Marine Conservation 

Society

3. Marine litter – making the invisible visible

Introduction 
For centuries our seas and 
oceans have been used as a 
dumping ground for all sorts of 
waste and rubbish discarded 
from land as well as at sea; it 
was a case of ‘out of sight out of 
mind’. While beachcombers used 
to find pieces of driftwood, glass 
fishing buoys and, occasionally, 
articles from shipwrecks, the 
changing composition of waste 
means that more and more 
litter is now ending up on our 
beaches. 

Wherever you are in the UK, you 
are never more than about 70 
miles from the sea, and closer 
to our waterways, rivers and 
streams. 

However, on a relatively small, 
wet and windy island, it should 

come as no surprise that more 
than 50% of litter found on our 
beaches comes from the land; 
left on the beach, blown or swept 
from inland or flushed down our 
toilets. 

One reason for this disconnect 
is that UK NGOs have, up until 
recently, tended to work in their 
own ‘silos’ so they too have not 
been making the connection 
clear to the public and policy-
makers. 

This non-connection also leads to 
the assumption that any litter on 
our beaches is ‘not from us’. This 
attitude is also found at a national 
level with various countries 
pointing the finger at others as 
the true source of their litter. Litter 
is, of course, a transboundary 
issue, with many items travelling 
thousands of miles. However 
the majority of litter on UK 
beaches comes either from the 
UK or our European neighbours; 
only a small proportion comes 
from further away. Although the 
transboundary issue highlights 
the importance of joint action, it 
should not be used as an excuse 
for inaction at a national level. 
Many national-level schemes, 
e.g. carrier bag levies and bottle 
deposit schemes, are showing 
great changes in behaviour and 
litter levels.

We are now entering an era of 
increased joint working and 
understanding between groups 
that want to stem the sources 
and causes of litter. This is a 
time of great opportunity to really 
effect change and make  
a difference.

Isle of Mull, John Archer Thomson, Marine Conservation Society

Despite this, there seems to be a real disconnect in 
people’s minds between inland and coastal areas. 
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What is beach/marine litter 
made of? 
The material type most 
commonly found on beaches 
worldwide is plastic. This 
should come as no real surprise 
as plastic use grows and it 
continues to replace many 
traditional materials.

Plastic in itself is an extremely 
useful material and is now a part 
of everyday life. Indeed, it is 
difficult to imagine our present 
society surviving without it. 
However, it is the material’s 
attributes, such as long life 
and durability, that have led to 
the extensive use of plastic in 
the packaging, consumer and 
fishing industries and that have, 
unfortunately, also made it one 
of the most pervasive, persistent 
and hazardous forms of litter in 
the marine environment. 

Does it cause any harm? 
Marine and beach litter is not 
simply an aesthetic problem. It 
has environmental, ecological 
and socio-economic impacts. It 
has been calculated that the 

UK spends approximately €18 
million removing beach litter 
every year1 Litter also negatively 
affects tourism and fishing 
interests as well as causing 
damage to property, in the form 
of entangled boat propellers and 
blocked drainage outlets. 

Wildlife suffers from marine litter, 
either from entanglement in litter 
or by ingestion. Large litter items 
can physically trap animals, 
which can lead to drowning in 
air-breathing species, such as 
cetaceans and seals, or to the 
asphyxiation of fish species. The 
extra energy needed to drag 
around items of litter can lead 
to increased risk of predation, 
starvation and death. Litter 
can also become tightly bound 
around the body or extremities, 
causing limbs to be cut off. 

When litter is indigested it can 
cause physical damage to 
the digestive tract, which may 
lead to scarring, ulceration and 
occasional penetration into 
the body cavity. Ingestion can 
also cause a blockage or affect 
appetite by giving the animal a 
false sense of satiation. Seabirds 
confuse small litter items with 
food and, as they regurgitate their 
food when feeding their young, 
they can pass these directly to 
their chicks.  

Worryingly, recent studies have 
shown that microplastics, caused 
by the breakdown of larger 
products or by microbeads from 
products such as toothpaste and 
facial and body scrubs, are being 
washed down our drains and can 
adsorb toxic chemicals from their 
surroundings. Since these can 

Section A:
The importance of governmental leadership 

Skomer Island, John Archer Thomson, Marine Conservation Society
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‘The EU Marine 
Strategy Directive 
requires member 
states to reduce 

marine litter in 
order to achieve 

‘good environment 
status’ by 2020.’

be ingested by animals towards 
the bottom of the food chain, 
the potential exists for these 
toxins to be passed up the food 
chain, ultimately to ourselves as 
consumers of seafood.

What needs to be done?
Litter is specifically mentioned 
in the recent EU Marine Strategy 
Framework Directive2 (MSFD) as 
one of the 11 factors in which 
member states need to achieve 
Good Environmental Status by 
2020. Descriptor 10 of the MSFD 
states ‘quantities and properties 
of marine litter shall not cause 
harm to the marine and coastal 
environment’. On the surface this 
would seem to be a clear driver 
to reduce the amount of marine 
litter and, if more than 50% of 
marine litter comes from the land, 
we need to do more to prevent 
littering across England.

Unfortunately, the targets and 
indicators set out by most of 
the member states, including 
the UK, are quite weak with no 
quantitative targets for decrease 
being set. As measures to 
tackle marine litter have yet to 
be decided, we now have an 
amazing opportunity to push for 
a suite of actions and measures 
that will make a real difference to 
the levels of litter on our beaches 
and in our seas.

Solving the problem of marine 
litter is not simply a matter just 
for the government or industry, 
nor should we begin the blame 
game. We need to accept it 
concerns all of us, and that we all 
need to be part of the solution. 
Much as the idea of zero waste 

strategies are gaining acceptance 
for solid waste strategies on 
land, there needs to be a similar 
sea change in attitude towards 
marine litter so that there is a 
goal of zero waste discharge 
into the marine environment. 
This would mean a much greater 
emphasis on waste prevention 
and minimisation, as well as 
allowing no discharge of waste 
into our seas and on to our 
beaches. 

Retrieving litter from beaches 
is important as it allows us 
to monitor the extent of the 
problem, and is the most visible 
component of this largely 
invisible problem. However, 
once in our seas, the chances 
of retrieval decrease drastically 
and the chances of harm 
being caused increase greatly. 
Therefore, it is vital that we work 
towards this situation of zero 
discharge of litter to the marine 
environment. 

The legacy of our ‘out-of-
sight, out of mind’ attitude to 
the oceans will continue to be 
visible for years to come as 
litter continues to wash up on 
our shores, but as we banish 
this outdated mode of thinking, 
we can work towards a vision of 
beautiful, clean and safe seas 
and beaches for all. 

--------------------------------------
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Brand responsibility
Of course, it is people who drop 
litter. However, the brands should 
not feel that their responsibility 
for their packaging ends as soon 
as they have shipped their pallets 
of goods out of their warehouses. 

The amount of reusable 
packaging and packaging that 
attracts a refundable deposit 
has declined radically since the 
1970s. Perversely we now talk 
about the environment on a daily 
basis compared to the minority 
interest that it was 40 years ago, 

1. Branded Litter: Can brands be part of the 
solution? 

Dr Stuart Roper
Manchester Business 

School

while simultaneously withdrawing 
deposit schemes and producing 
endless amounts of single-use 
packaging. 

Much of this contemporary 
consumption has been lifestyle-
oriented, whereby brands have 
(for example) convinced the 
consumer that it is desirable to 
walk around with their (branded) 
tall toffee nut decaf with skim soy 
milk in one hand while babbling 
into a mobile phone with the 
other! Similarly, the exponential 
rise of the bottled water industry 
in the western world (where clean 
tap water is freely available) 
has followed some brilliant 
marketing in which the consumer 
has been persuaded that they 
must be constantly rehydrating 
themselves, and not via the tap 
but by using yet another piece of 
single-use plastic packaging. 

As an academic, I study the 
brands, their marketing practices 
and their persuasive campaigns. 
My point is that the sharp minds 
that help persuade us to buy their 
products and to behave in certain 
ways can also help us reduce 
the problem of litter. Why should 
they do this? Simply because 
the brands themselves can do 
well by doing good. Brands 
have been perhaps too clever 
in passing the full responsibility 
for litter over to the consumer, 
especially when we consider 
their own impact on consumer 
behaviour. It is time that the 

Stuart Roper, Big Burger

Section B:
Businesses must be part of the 
solution

It should be noted that it has suited the brands 
to move consumers to single-use, disposable 

packaging over the past two decades. Take the rise 
of the bottled water, coffee or fast food for example. 
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brands started to consider the 
discourse that surrounds their 
activities. When they themselves 
are in control of the product (pre-
consumption) then the wrapping 
that protects and preserves the 
product and acts as the silent 
salesman to attract us to it, 
improve recognition and convey 
important brand messages, it is 
known as packaging. 

I would like to see the brands 
extend their marketing mix so 
that they consider the whole 
consumption process, that is 
post-consumption (disposal) 
rather than all their emphasis 
being on pre-consumption 
(getting us to buy). 

Such activity would be in 
the brands’ self-interest. 
Brand managers will concern 
themselves about their market 
share, relative to competitors. 
Surely they do not want to be 
known for their significant gutter 
share, that they are the leaders 
among branded litter. So, for 
example, McDonald’s is the 
biggest fast-food brand in the UK 
and one of the top ten brands 
in the world. It surely doesn’t 
want the label of litter leader? 
All the major brands make 
claims of social responsibility on 
their websites; annual reports 
etc., for example, McDonald’s 
have claimed “we have a long-
standing record of industry 

leadership in environmental 
conservation”. Walker’s Crisps 
have talked of being “passionate 
about making a positive 
difference to the world around 
us”. It was the great industrialist 
Henry Ford who said that “you 
can’t build a reputation by saying 
what you are going to do”. It 
is important for the brands, 
therefore, to ensure that their 
words do not speak louder than 
their actions.  

Research shows litter is 
bad for the brand
The job of the brand manager 
is to protect and nurture his/
her brand. Our research clearly 
tells us that a brand is damaged 
if it is seen as litter. We have 
conducted experiments whereby 
the effect of litter was isolated. 
Respondents saw one of two 
films about a brand; the only 
aspect that changed between the 
two films was the presence of the 
brand’s packaging as litter. Those 
seeing litter had significantly1 
lower attitudes towards the 
brand than those who did not. 
Those seeing litter also had a 
significantly lower intention to 
purchase or to try the brand2. 

Brand managers will be familiar 
with the concept of brand 
personality, that is, the set of 
human characteristics that can 
be attributed to a brand; bringing 
it to life and helping build 
consumers’ perceptions and 
assisting them differentiate one 
brand from another. Seeing litter 
means that respondents see a 
significant difference in negative 
personality dimensions. 

1. Branded Litter: Can Brands be Part of the Solution? 

Post-consumption, when this wrapping is out of 
the hands of the corporation, it ceases to be called 

packaging, instead being referred to as litter. It 
isn’t theirs anymore, so change the word used to 

describe it; out of sight, out of mind.
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In addition, being seen as litter 
can actually have an effect on the 
bottom line for a brand. When 
asked how much they would 
pay for a particular product, 
respondents in our experiments 
stated a price at least two 
percent lower if they saw the 
brand’s own packaging as litter. 
When extrapolated to take in 
the numbers that fast-moving 
consumer goods or fast-food 
brands deal in, then this will 
represent a considerable annual 
sum. 

In conclusion
Much of the thinking and writing 
on brands and branding centres 
on the controllable aspects, that 
is, the marketing activities and 
ideas that can be implemented 
by the brands’ marketing people. 
Results of research lead me to 
conclude that litter needs to be 
repositioned in the minds of the 
branding executives. Rather than 
seeing litter as uncontrollable 
externality over which they have 
no control, perhaps they should 
see litter as an extension of their 
own (controllable) marketing 
mix. It has been demonstrated 
by research that litter negatively 
affects attitudes towards the 
brand, brand personality and 
behavioural intent. Marketers 
need to stop thinking of their 
brand and measuring it in 
purely positive terms. Negative 
evaluations are out there; they 

are related to a brand’s presence 
as litter and will impact on a 
brand’s longer-term reputation 
and its brand equity. 

Working to reduce litter will 
therefore not just help society but 
will have positive attitudinal and 
financial implications for brands 
themselves. 

--------------------------------------
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So, seeing litter makes consumers feel that the 
brand is more hypocritical, incompetent, selfish, 

irresponsible, arrogant, egocentric, unsympathetic 
and aggressive, among other negative personality 

dimensions.  

Section B:
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2. What is the role of shopping centres in reducing litter?

What is the problem 
and why does it affect 

shopping centres?
Last year, the British Council 
of Shopping Centres (BCSC) 
conducted research to establish 
the role shopping centres play in 
our town centres. The conclusion 
was that shopping centres are at 
the heart of our nation’s towns, 
often economically and socially 
as well as physically, and are 
intrinsically connected with 
communities. 

This close connection means that 
the issues that affect towns affect 
shopping destinations too.

Beyond the obvious 
environmental impacts, littering 
has a hugely detrimental effect 

on the economic and social 
wellbeing of communities. The 
aesthetics of a town centre 
matter. Simply put, having a high 
street covered in empty fast-food 
boxes and cans is not good for 
business.

The retail industry is going 
through a structural change; 
shoppers are now heading 
online more than ever. This fact, 
coupled with the recent tough 
economic climate, has left many 
town centres suffering. People 
are more likely to litter if it is 
already visible, and the cycle that 
results discourages people from 
visiting their town centre. How 
can retailers succeed if they are 
surrounded by empty units, litter 
and graffiti?

What role can shopping 
centres play in addressing 
the problem?
Shopping centres have a direct 
role in the creation of town-centre 
litter as a result of the fast-food 
and take-away stores that exist 
in their vicinity. However centres 
can and do also play a role in 
reducing litter. Simple measures, 
such as strategically locating 
and increasing the number of 
bins around food stores, help 
to ensure you are not giving the 
customer an excuse to litter.

In conjunction with these 
simple steps, centres can play 
a facilitative role in reducing 
litter. As the connection between 
tenants and local stakeholders, 
shopping centres have a unique 
opportunity to co-ordinate efforts 
to reduce litter. By bridging 

The ‘Love Where You Live’ team, Colchester 

Litter is a problem that plagues the majority of 
towns, countrywide, yet the issue rarely commands 

the attention that it deserves. 
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the gap between the local 
community and businesses, 
shopping centres can facilitate 
real change.

What is already being 
done?
One shopping centre that has 
taken the Keep Britain Tidy 
mantle on board is Lion Walk 
Shopping Centre, whose ‘Love 
Where You Live’ campaign 
sought to clean up Colchester. 
Paul Bentham, Centre Manager 
at Lion Walk, identified litter 
as an issue that he wanted to 
address and his campaign was 
extremely successful, not only 
in reducing litter but at bringing 
the community together to get 
behind their town centre.

Case Study – Colchester: 
‘Love Where You Live’, 
taking the lead on litter at 
Lion Walk Shopping Centre
Visitors flock to Colchester 
to revel in its rich history but 
recently its appeal had been 
dampened by high levels of 

litter. This issue was recognised 
by Paul Bentham at Lion Walk 
Shopping Centre, who took on 
the task of getting people to  
love where they live. A cross-
sector partnership was formed 
with Colchester Borough Council 
(CBC), local schools, churches, 
shops and businesses all 
participating.

The starting point for the ‘Love 
Where You Live’ campaign had to 
be the negotiating table. It took 
several months to bring together 
CBC, the town’s retail and 
business association, CoRBA, 
and Culver Square Shopping 
Centre. 

Keep Britain Tidy had agreed 
to supply posters, stickers for 
windows and street furniture. 
Lion Walk Shopping Centre 
provided the “I love where I live” 
lapel stickers to be handed out 
as rewards by the Council’s 
Zone Team when they noticed 
individuals using the waste bins 
or picking up litter. Retailers were 
urged to pay particular attention 
to litter around their premises 
and to ensure rubbish was not 
put out too far in advance of its 
collection. All local businesses 
embraced the campaign in its 
trial stage and have maintained 
the high standards ever since.

During the month-long trial, there 
was a measurable reduction 
in the amount of litter in six 
of the eight areas of the town 
centre. The NI 195 cleanliness 
performance indicator showed 
significant improvements across 
the board. The most notable 
improvement was graffiti, which 
showed such a reduction that it 

‘Shopping centres 
have a direct role 

in the creation 
of town-centre 

litter as a result of 
the fast-food and 
take-away stores 
that exist in their 
vicinity. However 

centres can and do 
also play a role in 

reducing litter’. 

Clean, attractive and safe environments are good for business

Section B:
Businesses must be part of the solution
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fell off the NI 195 scale.

The primary goal of the ‘Love 
Where You Live’ campaign was 
achieved; litter in Colchester 
was reduced. At the time, Paul 
Bentham commented: “Although 
shopping centres have their own 
strategies for combatting litter 
within their schemes, I believe 
that by encouraging individuals, 
businesses and organisations 
to tackle the problem, we can 
make a real difference, not only 
to our immediate external areas 
but across our town centres as 
a whole. Shoppers visiting our 
centres have to travel to and 
from them; anything we can do 
to enhance that experience is a 
positive step.”

Conclusion
These types of initiatives can play 
an important part in reversing the 
cycle of decline being seen in our 
town centres nationwide.

Small measures can have a large 
impact! 

By cleaning up, we can make our high streets more 
attractive, helping to encourage people to visit as a 

result and making the town centre a more appealing 
location for retailers to trade. 

2. What is the role of shopping centres in reducing litter?



24

L ittering remains a serious 
problem in the UK. Statistics 

show that 2.25 million pieces 
of litter are dropped here every 
day and a staggering 28% 
of people admit to dropping 
rubbish instead of putting it in 
the bin. Not only does littering 
have a negative impact on the 
local environment, it also costs 
councils around a billion pounds 
each year in street cleaning bills.

This is why we are committed 
to playing our part in reducing 
litter. As a restaurant business, 

3. A proactive corporate approach to 
reduce litter 

Peter Schroeder
Environment Manager, 

McDonald’s

particularly one that offers a 
takeaway service, we inevitably 
create waste products. The 
majority of our customers 
dispose of rubbish responsibly, 
but we recognise that those 
who don’t can create problems 
for residents, councils and local 
businesses. 

We believe there’s a challenge 
for all of us to change behaviour 
so that it becomes socially 
unacceptable to drop litter. But in 
the meantime, we’re committed 
to picking rubbish up off the 
streets to reduce its immediate 
impact on communities across 
the country.

McDonald’s has been working 
to reduce litter for more than 
30 years in the UK. We’ve 
been doing this in a number of 
different ways: by working in 
partnership with organisations 
such as Keep Britain Tidy to 
support programmes that make a 
tangible difference; by harnessing 
the local knowledge of our 
franchisees who know which 
parts of their local communities 
most need our help, and by 
encouraging our customers to 
take pride in their local area and 
get behind our community litter 
events.

Leading the way on litter 
reduction
Back in 1982, McDonald’s was 
the first restaurant company in 
the UK to introduce litter patrols. 
Since then, our employees have 
been going out three or four 
times every day to collect litter 
dropped within a 150-metre 

At McDonald’s, being a good neighbour and 
giving back to local communities is incredibly 

important to us. We are at the heart of thousands of 
communities across the UK, working with hundreds 

of suppliers, more than 17,500 British and Irish 
farmers, and employing more than 92,500 staff. We 

want to use this scale to make a big difference to 
the communities in which we operate. 

Section B:
Businesses must be part of the solution

McDonald’s was the first restaurant company in the UK to introduce  
litter patrols
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Our employees and franchisees have been 
enthusiastic supporters of the campaign – since its 

inception in 2011, they have organised more than 
1,000 ‘Love Where You Live’ events involving more 

than 30,000 volunteers.

radius of our restaurants, whether 
it’s McDonald’s packaging or not. 
These patrols cover almost 3,000 
miles a week – 150,000 miles 
a year – and we even have full-
time Litter Champions in London, 
Manchester and Glasgow who 
are responsible for collecting 
litter in city centres. We’re very 
proud of this track record and it’s 
fantastic to see that others are 
also recognising these efforts as 
leading the way. In Manchester, 
for example, the council is using 
McDonald’s own scheme as 
a benchmark for other Quick 
Service Retailers, like fast-food 
restaurants and high street coffee 
retailers.

Creating powerful 
partnerships
We work closely with a number of 
partners, including Keep Britain 
Tidy, Keep Scotland Beautiful, 
Keep Wales Tidy and Tidy 
Northern Ireland. In partnership 
with these charities, we’ve 
launched a number of initiatives 
to tackle litter, from local clean-
up events to large-scale national 
campaigns. 

For example, we were a founding 
partner of Keep Britain Tidy’s 
‘Love Where You Live’ campaign, 
which aims to get people thinking 
about their local area in a positive 
way and encourages them to 
look after it by picking up litter. 

Recently, we sponsored the 
inaugural Clean Coasts Week 
in Wales, a campaign to inspire 
local communities across the 
Welsh coast to preserve the 
beauty of the natural landscape 
by keeping it litter-free. We ran 
13 flagship events with coastal 
franchisees to launch the 
campaign and an additional 97 
community events took place 
throughout the week. In just 
seven days, a total of 2,100 bags 
of litter were cleared from Welsh 
beaches.

Our latest and most ambitious 
partnership is with the Mayor 
of London’s Capital Clean-up, 
a campaign to help Londoners 
‘green and clean’ the city through 
community participation. Over 
the next four years, we’ll be 
working together to encourage 
charities, community groups 
and local businesses to apply 
for grants of up to £500 or a 
special litter picking clean-up 
kit, bringing volunteers together 
to clear rubbish, and creating 
cleaner, greener, and safer local 
environments across the capital.

Mobilising our people
A number of our franchisees have 
been inspired to develop and 
implement their own initiatives. 
We encourage them to use their 
first-hand knowledge of the 
places where they live and work 
to come up with ideas to reduce 
litter in the areas that need it 
most – and we’ve had some 
great successes.

In Peterborough, McDonald’s 
franchisee Matthew Jarrett 

‘Back in 1982, 
McDonald’s was 

the first restaurant 
company in the UK 

to introduce litter 
patrols’. 

3. A proactive corporate approach to reduce litter 
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purchased his own dedicated 
litter van to patrol the area 
around his five restaurants. 
It’s been a popular move with 
customers and employees, who 
get involved by suggesting the 
route the van takes each day to 
ensure it has the biggest impact. 
Meanwhile, our franchisee 
Cherry Lewis-Taylor in Essex has 
partnered with Braintree District 
Council to help tackle litter. 
One scheme Cherry supported 
involved asking staff to record 
vehicle registration numbers on 
till receipts placed into take-
away bags. The initiative was so 
successful in reducing litter that 
she was named overall winner 
in the national Keep Britain 
Tidy Network Awards. Cherry is 
now bringing together all of our 
franchisees in Essex to work on 
pan-county anti-litter campaigns.

To help raise awareness of 
environmental issues and get our 
employees at every level to think 
about how we can tackle them, 
we’ve also encouraged more 

than 1,000 of our employees 
to become Planet Champions. 
These volunteers act as the green 
conscience in our restaurants 
by reminding fellow crew and 
managers how everyday small 
steps can make a big difference. 
They work with colleagues and 
local community groups to 
organise litter clean-ups and 
other environmental events.

Making better places to live
McDonald’s now has more 
than 1,200 restaurants in the 
UK, serving around three 
million people each day. We are 
committed to using this scale to 
drive positive behaviour change 
and encourage people to adopt 
better habits when it comes 
to disposing of their rubbish – 
whether it’s through our regular 
litter patrols or by putting the 
‘Love Where You Live’ Tidyman 
logo on our packaging. It’s an 
ethos that we have embedded 
at every level of our business 
and which will continue to be 
a priority for us in the years to 
come.

Why is this so important to us? 
We realise that what we do 
today has a major impact on 
the world of tomorrow and, as a 
responsible business, we want 
to play our part in protecting our 
local environment. That’s why we 
want to continue working within 
our communities to reduce litter – 
together with local organisations 
and businesses, our franchisees 
and our customers – to make 
them better places to live. 

‘Why is this so 
important to us? 

We realise that 
what we do today 

has a major impact 
on the world of 
tomorrow and, 

as a responsible 
business, we want 
to play our part in 

protecting our local 
environment’

Section B:
Businesses must be part of the solution

McDonald’s showing their support for Braintree’s  
Green Heart of Essex campaign
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Keep calm and carry on has 
been a bit of a mantra in 

recent times. But ‘carrying on’ 
isn’t good enough.  While all 
local authorities, Tower Hamlets 
included, have worked hard 
to limit the damaging effect of 
reducing front-line services such 
as street cleansing, there are still 
significant challenges. In Tower 
Hamlets we are facing further 
budget reductions, alongside 
a significant population growth 
within the borough.

Tower Hamlets is a hugely 
diverse and rapidly changing 
borough. Housing is set to 
increase by 40% over the 
next ten years; while exciting 
redevelopments take place 
across the borough, including 
Whitechapel, Crossrail, City 

Section C:
Local authorities will continue to play 
a vital role in local solutions

1. Keep calm and carry on – litter prevention 
in an inner-city council

Jamie Blake
Director Public Realm,

London Borough of 
Tower Hamlets

Fringe, News International and 
Wood Wharf. This will change 
the eclectic mix of rich and 
poor, business and education, 
residents and visitors.  One thing 
is certain – more people equates 
to more traffic, more cycling, 
more pedestrians and more litter.

Street cleansing always 
features in the ‘top five’ most 
valued residents’ services and 
is a political priority. Over the 
past five years, independent 
monitoring has highlighted 
continuous improvement and we 
are proud that public satisfaction 
with the service has increased.  
There is no ‘silver bullet’ that has 
enabled officers to deliver these 
improvements, more a range of 
co-ordinated initiatives that have 
‘nudged’ performance in the 
right direction. In Tower Hamlets 
we follow a loosely defined 
hierarchy:

 

My own assumptions, of which 
I am yet to be proved wrong on, 
have always been:

• If an area is clean, people are 
less likely to make it dirty

Street cleansing is in the ‘top five’ most valued residents’ services
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• The more people understand a 
service, the more they will value it

• The easier something is, the 
more people will do it

• Adults feel better about 
blaming children for litter rather 
than taking any responsibility, 
take vehicle litter, for example – 
children don’t drive!

So how does our hierarchy work 
in practice?

Stage 1 – Intelligence and 
prioritisation
Most councils will have a wealth 
of data, Cleanliness National 
Indicator (NI 195) records, 
members’ enquiries, corporate 
complaints and staff feedback.  
Unfortunately there is not 
always a resource to pull all 
of that knowledge together to 
help shape service delivery and 
set clear standards. With the 
challenge of reducing costs we 
needed to ensure there was a 
focus on the analysis of accurate 
data and so, after a service 
restructure, the Tech Team was 
born. Those bright young things 

have provided the evidential 
background to service redesign.

• Hot-spot maps

• Litter bin locations

• Repetitive issues – actions and 
resolution

• Quick wins

Stage 2 – Service redesign
Along with our contractor, Veolia, 
we carried out a major review of 
all cleansing rounds (this included 
a savings target), and made 
a successful bid for targeted 
capital and revenue funding:

• Installed an additional 3,000 
litter bins

• Increased evening and 
refocused night cleansing

• Introduced two night-time 
Streetcare officers (major 
improvements in reducing fly-
tipping)

• Introduced a ‘clean streets’ 
policy for commercial waste bins 
(mostly ours!) accompanied by 
time-banded collections

• Introduced two ‘Find it, Fix it’ 
crews that roamed the borough 
clearing anything they spied

• Invested in a dedicated 
resource to increase volunteering 
and community pay-back 
initiatives.

This resulted in a noticeable 
improvement in cleansing 
standards, excellent public 
feedback and a secure platform 
on which to build further 
improvements.

The more people understand a service, the more they will value it
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1. Keep calm and carry on – litter prevention in an inner-city 
council

Stage 3 – Public 
engagement
This is the most interesting stage 
and where we are now.

We have just launched our new 
app, ‘Find it, Fix it, Love it’. The 
app encourages residents and 
visitors to celebrate what they 
like best about Tower Hamlets, 
(there is a prize for the best entry) 
while giving them the opportunity 
to report things that need to be 
fixed.

Savings will be delivered as the 
messages go straight to the 
contractor and response times 
will be dramatically reduced.  
This will lead to a decrease in 
repeat calls for the same issue 
and hopefully drive up customer 
satisfaction to even higher levels.

The team is also looking to 
introduce Radio Frequency 
Identification (RFID) into parks 
and on street nameplates – staff 
can then log in and out of a street 
and record what they have done 
through the ‘Find it, Fix it, Love 
it’ app. This will dramatically 
reduce contract monitoring 
costs and improve performance 
management systems.

Tower Hamlets also utilises 
the Third Sector to undertake 
community engagement and 
improve local environmental 
quality. For example the Muslim 
Women’s Collective has a unique 
insight into how we can shape 
services and communication 
campaigns. We also work closely 
with the Probation Service 
through Community Payback and 
Community Volunteering.

Stage 4 - Education and 
communication
Each one of our stages is co-
reliant on the other and education 
and communication are key 
factors in changing behaviour. 
In the past three years we have 
designed and delivered a number 
of simple messages/campaigns. 
For example: 

• ‘Litter, not on our Streets’. 
This campaign was focused 
on getting communities to take 
responsibility for litter in their 
area and for them to understand 
that we can only tackle litter by 
working together.

• ‘Bins out before lights out’. The 
Olympics presented the council 
with some unique challenges, 
one of which was that the 
borough was split in half by the 
Olympic Road Network (ORN). 
This could have had a major 
impact on the delivery of refuse 
collection and street-sweeping 
operations. The communication 
plan was encouraging the public 
to assist with getting their waste 
ready for collection to reduce the 
impact of the ORN.

In addition to this, we are trialling QR codes on 
street furniture and within our parks to let the public 
report faults and get involved with the services that 

they value.
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• ‘Cleaner’. It’s a bit like the 
Ronseal advert, it does what 
it says on the tin! We believe 
that unless you tell people that 
the streets are cleaner no one 
notices. The campaign was 
demonstrating that more than 
98% of our streets were free from 
litter. 

Finally we are due to launch 
a quarterly ‘Cleaner, Greener 
Tower Hamlets’ magazine on the 
back of the Find it, Fix it, Love it 
initiative.

Stage 5 - Enforcement
Enforcement is often seen by 
many as the first thing to do to 
reduce litter on our streets. In 
Tower Hamlets we believe that 
it is in fact the last stage. We do 
take a robust view on any form 
of environmental crime, and we 
work closely with the Police, 
Environment Agency, colleagues 
from our Safer Communities and 
legal services to ensure that our 
approach is seamless. In the past 
12 months we have issued 2,000 
Fixed Penalty Notices (FPNs). 

We utilise the legislation in a 
creative way to enable us to 
get the best results for our 
communities.  

Conclusion 
There is no doubt that the 
approach that we have taken has 
worked – Tower Hamlets streets 
are significantly cleaner than 
five years ago and fly tipping of 
commercial waste has reduced 
following concerted operational 
and enforcement action – as has 
fly-posting. Despite this, we still 

have lots to do, especially around 
graffiti and trying to change 
public behaviour in relation to 
litter and environmental anti-
social behaviour. We still spend 
£5.6 million a year on street 
cleansing and pick up to 90 
tonnes of litter and rubbish from 
our streets each week.

This is where Keep Britain 
Tidy and other voluntary/Third 
Sector organisations such as 
CleanupUK have an important 
role – engaging on a local, 
regional and national level, 
studying behaviours and talking 
to the private sector about how 
they can be part of the solution 
rather than a major driver of the 
problem.

We constantly need to review all 
of the stages, making incremental 
improvements wherever possible 
and re-scoping services as 
required.

So, in terms of litter prevention, 
has this been a success or are 
we, like a lot of boroughs, just 
stemming the tide? 

‘There is no doubt 
that the approach 

that we have taken 
has worked’

Section C:
Local authorities will continue to play a vital role in local 
solutions
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2. Partnership solutions in collaboration with businesses to 
prevent vehicle litter

living in confined conditions, 
away from partners and children 
and often under strict pressures 
to get from A to B as fast as 
safely possible.

Research undertaken on vehicle 
litter in 2009 by Keep Britain Tidy 
found that 67% of commercial 
drivers admitted to dropping litter 
in the week before the survey1. 
There are 450,000 lorries or 
heavy goods vehicles (HGVs) 
on British roads each and every 
day2. This equates to 301,500 
separate individuals from HGVs 
alone admitting to littering on our 
roads each week. In other words 
a lot of litter.

Many HGV drivers feel that their 
cab is in effect their ‘office’ and 
their ‘living quarters’ for long 
periods of time. Consequently, 
many HGV drivers feel a desire 
to keep the inside of their 
vehicle clean and litter-free. The 
tendency to just throw items of 
litter out of their vehicle rather 
than waiting until they find a 
bin appears to have become an 
ingrained habit for many HGV 
drivers, and something they 
do without thinking about it in 
some instances. Furthermore, 
bin infrastructure in England is 
patchy at best, unlike France for 
example, and finding adequate 
litter and waste facilities at lay-
bys and overnight stops can be 
tricky. 

Keep Britain Tidy, in the same 
piece of research, also undertook 
focus groups with HGV drivers. 
They were asked to think 
about any current regulations 
or deterrents they were aware 
of for vehicle littering, and 

Pall-Ex and NW Leicestershire Council signing the Green Footprints Charter

2. Partnership solutions in collaboration 
with businesses to prevent vehicle litter

Ruth Mulvany 
Street Environmental 

Manager, 
North West Leicestershire 

Council 

Dashboard dining
The habit of eating when 
travelling or “Dashboard 
Dining” is fast becoming a part 
of national culture. More and 
more people are eating on the 
go, whether it’s at the desk, out 
and about on the high street or 
while driving. With this approach 
to eating also comes the problem 
of disposing of the packaging 
leftover at the end of the meal. 
Not such a new problem but one 
that has never been adequately 
addressed in England is 
preventing the litter from leftover 
packaging emanating from the 
haulage sector. 

If fact they often eat, sleep, drink 
and spend most of their lives in 
their cabs. It’s not an easy life 

Many individuals who work within the haulage service 
industry have little choice but to eat in their cabs. 
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subsequently what might work  
in preventing them and others 
like them from vehicle littering in  
the future. 

It became apparent that none 
of the drivers were aware of 
any specific rules or regulations 
set out in their work contract 
regarding vehicle littering. 
Furthermore, none of them had 
ever been caught or reported 
for littering out of their vehicles. 
This proved that even just raising 
awareness and educating long-
distance lorry drivers would be 
a positive first step to reducing 
litter from HGVs.

In North West Leicestershire 
it became apparent that litter 
from lorries was becoming an 
issue we wanted to address. A 
campaign idea started to develop 
during which it quickly became 
apparent, while talking to drivers, 
that in order to tackle roadside 
litter, employers were likely to 
be most influential in raising the 
awareness of drivers’ attitudes 
towards litter. 

Therefore engaging with 
businesses in the haulage sector 
became a priority. 

The lorry litter charter
Pall-Ex, a national leading 
haulage company based in North 
West Leicester, was the obvious 
choice. A charter, called Green 
Footprints3 was designed that 
set out positive actions that both 
the company and North West 
Leicestershire Council could 
undertake. These would have a 
positive impact on the disposal of 
individual’s waste ensuring they 
use a bin.

The charter is a partnership 
between Pall-Ex and North 
West Leicestershire Council. 
It stipulates commitments, 
including that Pall-Ex will 
promote the charter within 
the industry, and promote 
responsible disposable and 
recycling of waste to drivers. 
North West Leicestershire 
Council will monitor the 
behaviour of drivers and support 
the piloting of litter signage and 
recycling facilities in hotspot lay-
bys.

Setting the standard of 
expectation of behaviour 
within Pall-Ex also prompted 
drivers into changing habits. It 
was by encouraging the change 
of behaviour and making any 
change a positive experience 
such as “Keep your Cab looking 
Fab” competition at Pall-Ex 
meant that drivers were actively 
involved in the process and didn’t 
feel “told“ what to do, which they 
may have resisted.

Section C:
Local authorities will continue to play a vital role in local 
solutions

‘England is 
patchy at best, 

unlike France 
for example, and 
finding adequate 

litter and waste 
facilities at lay-

bys and overnight 
stops can be 

tricky’. 

Pall-Ex will promote responsible disposal and recycling of waste to drivers
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As clearing up after littering 
costs so much money to local 
authorities, we felt that it was 
important to highlight that waste 
should be deposited at the end 
of each journey, rather than at a 
cost to tax payers, by providing 
bins. Employers already have 
waste contracts in place and 
items can be recycled. It was 
however deemed appropriate 
to have larger bins in more 
prominent, well-used lay-bys but 
we also asked drivers to recycle 
here. This has had a very positive 
effect on the selected lay-bys. 

We have ambitions to scale 
the charter by inviting other 
local authorities and haulage 
companies to join us to prevent 
littering from HGVs in the future. 

Other successful 
collaborations with 
businesses
It is also important to engage 
with the top brands found 
littered. We have worked very 
closely and successfully with 
the McDonald’s franchise in 
our district in enforcing Fixed 
Penalty Notices (FPNs) for 
littering. We carry out regular 
“McMarathons” that involve 24hr 
observations by officers and 
CCTV in McDonald’s car parks 
and nearby locations to enforce 
littering from vehicles observed. 
This makes a difference over time 
to the presence of litter in their 
car parks, particularly when the 
offenders are local and regular 
users of the restaurant. 

Engaging with businesses that 
directly relate to road users 
is an effective way of tackling 

roadside litter in an inexpensive 
and positive way. We believe 
our collaborative efforts with 
businesses are making a 
positive different in North West 
Leicestershire and hope that 
other businesses start to become 
more engaged locally to prevent 
litter. 
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Every four years, we ask our 
residents what their priorities 

are and what is important to 
them. A clean and green district 
is consistently in their top four 
priorities. However, satisfaction 
rates with keeping the district 
clean have been declining year 
on year and fell to 64% in 2008. 
Braintree District Council decided 
they needed to take action to 
reverse this trend.

The ‘Green Heart of Essex’ 
campaign was developed 
to noticeably improve the 
appearance of the district by 
encouraging partners, members 
of the public and voluntary 
organisations to get involved 
through a joined-up, cross-
council approach to service 
delivery. 

3. The Green Heart of Essex - proud to be 
part of it

Tania Roberger
Marketing and 

Communications 
Manager,

Braintree District Council

We wanted to change the 
behaviour of “hard core” 
litterers and people who cause 
environmental nuisance, as 
well as educate and inspire the 
people who already care about 
the area in which they live. 

The programme also needed to 
change council staff behaviour 
in terms of working with other 
teams towards a common goal. It 
also complimented their work by 
investing in additional resources 
in order to make significant and 
noticeable improvements to the 
district.

The Green Heart of Essex 
campaign backed staff 
spending more hours out and 
about cleaning up the district 
alongside a greater emphasis 
on prosecuting those caught 
littering. The campaign ensured 
everyone in the district was 
aware of the true cost of littering 
and how they could do their bit to 
stamp out the problem.

In the initial stages Braintree 
District Council set out to:

• Deliver extended cleaning 
hours into the evenings and 
weekends

• Enable rapid response for 
reports from residents and tackle 
‘grot spots’

• Improve barrow beats in the 
town centres

• Increase litter picking frequency 
on major roads

• Ensure effective and efficient 
working

Staff on the front line are often 
best placed but undervalued so 

Communities are at the heart of the Green Heart of Essex campaign

Changing behaviour was at the core of the 
programme.

Section C:
Local authorities will continue to play a vital role in local 
solutions
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3. The Green Heart of Essex - proud to be part of it

we ensured operations staff were 
involved at every stage. Many of 
their ideas were adopted.

Cross-departmental working 
became crucial. Each department 
working in isolation struggled to 
achieve the desired outcomes. 
By working together and taking 
a joined-up approach to tackling 
projects there was a greater force 
that delivered better results. 
For example, there was positive 
transformation of 50 known 
‘grot spots’ as a result of the 
street wardens, our Clean Team, 
enforcement team and marketing 
team working closely together. 

Enforcement action is robust 
- we have six enforcement 
officers patrolling the district. To 
date, 608 Fixed Penalty Notices 
have been issued for littering – 
representing a 670% increase 
since the start of the campaign. 
We designed campaigns that 
would be noticed and included 
messages such as ‘Don’t be a 
Tosser - £75 for dropping litter’, 

Messaging clearly targets both the litterer and the wider community

‘Don’t be a pain in the butt – use 
your ashtray or face a £75 fine’, 
‘Bin your dog’s poo or face a fine 
of up to £1,000’.

This was followed by reporting 
mechanism messages for other 
members of the community, for 
example ‘Report the Tosser’, 
‘Report the pain in the butt’, 
‘Stamp out poo – tell us who’.  
This complements the council’s 
existing enforcement approach 
through peer pressure and by 
putting the power in the hands 
of the public. For example our 
‘Report the Tosser’ car litter 
campaign has already seen 400 
car litter reports, resulting in 122 
FPN’s and 99 warning letters. 

Working together with the 
local community
The next stage involved keeping 
the district clean by involving and 
building on existing community 
support. Braintree district is a 
beautiful part of the country and 
we encouraged residents and 
businesses to be proud of where 
they live and work by taking 
action to help us keep it clean.  
From this the Green Heart tag 
line was born - ‘proud to be part 
of it’.

Awareness was increased by 
launching the programme with 
a tonne of litter dumped in the 
three town centres, drawing 
attention to the growing problem. 
Cllr Wendy Schmitt, Cabinet 
Member for Environment who led 
the campaign, was even brave 
enough to climb into a tank full 
of litter and rats to help get the 
message across. 
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They allowed and supported the 
use of controversial messages 
such as ‘Tosser’ and were 
not afraid to take a previously 
untried and untested approach 
to working with businesses on 
enforcement action.

When the programme launched 
the Green Heart branding and 
message were everywhere - 
on refuse and street warden 
vehicles, on litter bins, uniforms, 
online, Facebook and Twitter 
and all publicity materials. At the 
launch residents and community 
groups were encouraged to sign 
a pledge of support and were 
provided with ‘Proud to be part of 
it’ stickers for cars.

Businesses, also took part. For 
example, a local McDonald’s 
franchisee worked with us on an 
innovative project that involved 
writing vehicle registration 
numbers on till receipts.  A 
branch of Tesco extended its 
cleaning boundaries to include 
heavily littered areas and 
sponsored school projects. 

Every school in the district joined 
the campaign and introduced a 
zero-tolerance approach to litter. 
In some cases pupils devised 
campaign messages for their 
own school. Each school was 
monitored to ascertain reductions 
in litter in and around their 
premises.

Parish councils already worked 
with us under the Street Scene 

Partnership agreement but 
through the Green Heart they 
took on extra duties such as 
reporting heavily littered areas, 
leading on community litter 
picks and displaying campaign 
material. Housing associations 
undertook ‘estate blitz days’, 
where residents were able to 
dispose of unwanted furniture 
and rubbish, much of which was 
reused or recycled.

Over the three years of this 
programme there has been a 
distinct shift in attitude from ‘it’s 
not my problem’ to ‘I can get 
involved and help’. 

Leaving a legacy
We are a cleaner district.  There 
has been an average 55% 
reduction in litter across the 
district. 

All the best working practices 
from the Green Heart programme 
are now incorporated into 
everyday work activities and 
partners are maintaining the 
good work already achieved. The 
public are now passionate about 
keeping their local areas clean 
and tidy and feel empowered that 
they can do something about it 
and be part of the solution.

Has the Green Heart made a 
difference? Yes absolutely. We 
know this because our residents 
have told us – in fact resident 
satisfaction is back up to 92%!  

This member support continued throughout the 
programme and our members and management 

board were prepared to push the boundaries and 
take risks. 

Section C:
Local authorities will continue to play a vital role in local 
solutions

‘Over the three 
years of this 

programme there 
has been a distinct 

shift in attitude 
from “it’s not my 

problem” to “I can 
get involved and 

help”’.
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It is well documented1 that 
litter breeds litter. People are 

generally less inclined to drop 
litter in places where there is no 
litter present. It follows, therefore, 
that keeping your neighbourhood 
clean will in itself help to reduce 
the chance of further littering.

But why all the fuss? Sure, litter 
looks unsightly and spoils the 
aesthetic appearance of a place 
but doesn’t the problem stop 
there?

Sadly, it doesn’t. And there is 
plenty of evidence to show that 
the presence of litter can cast 
a threatening shadow over a 
neighbourhood with far-reaching 
physical and psychological 
consequences. 

Section D:
Putting people at the heart of Litter 
solutions

1. Strengthening communities by reducing 
litter

George Monck
Chief Executive,

CleanupUK

Research from Keep Britain Tidy 
in 2003 (‘Broken Windows in the 
Big Brother House’)2 showed 
that littered areas indicate a 
lack of care and give a sense 
that no authority is responsible 
for the area. Litter, this research 
asserted, usually signals that 
more serious crimes - such 
as vandalism and anti-social 
behaviour - will follow. 

A MORI poll commissioned by 
the Commission on Integration 
and Cohesion for its 2007 report, 
“Our Shared Future”3, found 
that factors such as litter and 
broken glass are seen as signs 
that people do not care about an 
area, or about each other. 

In a 2007 research paper, ‘The 
Elements and Prevalence of 
Fear’4 written by Jonathan 
Shepherd and Simon Moore 
of Cardiff University, litter was 
positively associated with 
fear of crime and personal 
harm. This was followed up by 
Jonathan Shepherd’s letter to 
The Times in 2008, which held 
that “A disfigured environment 
sends messages that personal 
disfigurement may be next. Since 
fear of crime can be as corrosive 
as crime itself, litter disposal is 
likely to make us all feel safer”5. 

A Scottish study in 20096 showed 
that people with a perception 
of high levels of what the 
authors describe as ‘street-level’ 
incivilities (litter, graffiti, dumped 

The Beautiful Borough’s project in East London

‘Littered areas 
indicate a lack 

of care and give 
a sense that 

no authority is 
responsible for the 

area’ 
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cars/fridges, broken glass, 
uneven pavements) were more 
than twice as likely to report 
frequent anxiety and depression 
than those who perceived low 
levels of these problems.

So what can we do to 
reduce litter and strengthen 
those communities that are 
so badly affected by it? 
The response that we at 
CleanupUK are frequently faced 
with from residents as we go 
about our work is: “It’s the 
council’s job”. Well, yes, cleaning 
the streets at regular intervals 
is indeed the council’s job and 
they do a pretty good job of it 
on the whole, especially in the 
face of deep budget cuts and the 
pressures that they bring. But 
there is another way to tackle 
this problem and it is a solution 
that was supported in the 
recent research commissioned 
by Newcastle City Council 
and carried out by Newcastle 
University7. One of the research 
paper’s proposals was that “the 
next step in addressing problems 
such as littering may be to gain 
greater involvement from people 
at street level in the upkeep of 
their neighbourhoods”.

This accords very neatly with 
the work that CleanupUK has 
been doing in East London over 
the past couple of years on its 
Beautiful Boroughs Project. 
The project has been all about 
encouraging and supporting 
residents to form local litter-
picking groups and so not only 
keeping their neighbourhood 
clean but also, in line with 
the multiple research outlined 
above, helping to strengthen 
their community and improve 
the feeling of friendliness and 
neighbourliness.

The initial feedback that we 
have received from residents 
is positive. 84% of participants 
feel that they have now more 
contact with people in their 
local community and 79% of 
participants now feel that their 
own actions can help to change 
their community. It feels almost 
incidental that 74% of residents 
now feel differently about litter. 
And one of the residents even 
commented: “The people I 
met [on the litter-pick] are very 
friendly and I now know that 
there are good people in my 
area.” CleanupUK’s work is still 
in its fairly early stages, but we 
would agree with the conclusion 
of the Newcastle research that 
involving people at street level 
is a very valuable contribution to 
the solution of the litter problem 
and to the strengthening of the 
local community. 

But we still need to convince 
many residents not only that 
keeping their neighbourhood 
free of litter isn’t just “the 
council’s job” but also that, 

Section D:
Putting people at the heart of litter solutions
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more importantly, the residents 
themselves can benefit from 
getting together and taking 
action. One of the barriers to 
this objective is, for sure, the 
greater proportion of mobile 
and transient residents that the 
Newcastle study refers to. This 
study also comments to which 
“impacts of the recent welfare 
reforms are likely to reduce the 
resources available in the more 
deprived neighbourhoods for 
upkeep of the home environs”.

So it isn’t going to be plain 
sailing, especially in view of 
another excellent recent study, 
by The Carnegie Trust8, which 
suggests that, especially in the 
less affluent areas, an external 
trigger or spark is often needed 
to initiate beneficial community 
action. The one method that we 
at CleanupUK find works best for 
engaging people is helping local 
residents to go round knocking 
on their fellow residents’ doors to 
ask them to get involved. Such 
peer-to-peer interaction is vital. 

So – where does that leave 
us? 
I would argue that all this points 
towards strong involvement of 
local residents, complementing 
the street cleansing work that 
councils do. And if, as many 
people I have spoken to believe, 
the worst local authority cuts are 
still to come, then if residents in 
the more heavily littered areas 
don’t contribute in some way to 
tackling their local litter problem, 
it may be that the levels of litter 
in some neighbourhoods will 
get seriously out of hand. And 
I would strongly argue against 
those who throw up their hands 
in horror and hold that clearing 
up other people’s litter simply 
encourages them to drop more. 
Peer example can, without doubt, 
influence residents not to drop 
more litter when they see their 
fellow residents out there litter-
picking. 

And one final word from 
Denmark. The recent Keep 
Britain Tidy conference saw 
the energetic and inspiring 
Pelle Guldborg Hansen from 
Roskilde University explain how 
the “nudge” principle can help 
encourage people not to litter. 
He quoted the World Health 
Organisation which holds that, if 
you want to solve problems, you 
need to work in neighbourhoods. 
Hansen went on to say that 
action against litter shouldn’t 
be seen simply as cleaning up a 
neighbourhood but as building 
it up, ideally in partnership with 
other local initiatives. 

In the current economic climate, 
no one is going to be able We need to work with communities if we are to solve our litter problem

‘if you want to 
solve problems, 

you need to work in 
neighbourhoods’ 

1. Strengthening communities by reducing litter
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to pay for this to happen on 
a large scale – there may be 
some help selectively available 
from local councils and 
voluntary organisations but it 
is going to be down mainly to 
local communities to take the 
necessary action for themselves. 
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‘Peer example can, 
without doubt, 

influence residents 
not to drop more 

litter when they 
see their fellow 

residents out there 
litter-picking.’ 

Section D:
Putting people at the heart of litter solutions



41

‘If we want schools 
to play a role in 

solving our litter 
problems, we need 

to understand what 
“litter education” 

actually is’ 

2. If we want schools to play a role in solving 
our litter problems, we need to understand 

what ‘litter education’ actually is

Morgan Phillips 
Education Manager, 

Keep Britain Tidy
Improvement of school 

grounds is only half the 
story – what else can happen 
when children learn about litter 
and why we need to shout 
about it.

Educating on litter in 
schools
Anti-litter work typically begins 
with baseline monitoring of 
the litter situation in the school 
grounds. Pupils come together 
as an eco-committee and 
conduct a simple survey of litter 
in their playground. As a bare 
minimum they will record the 
volume of litter, note the different 
types of materials and identify 
hotspot locations; they might 
also observe and record who is 
responsible for dropping litter 
and at what times of day. 

Having gained an understanding 
of exactly how much litter there 
is and an idea of where the 
litter is coming from, the eco-
committee will create an action 
plan filled with practical steps 
they will take to address the 
problem. Springing into action 
the eco-committee will then 
begin their anti-litter campaign 
with some communications. 
This often involves a whole-
school assembly to explain the 
issues and outline the plan. 
Resources are then sought 
out and procured, everything 
from new litter, compost and 
recycling bins, to litter pickers, 
posters, stickers and badges. 
The eco-committee then gets to 
work. Case studies1 on the Eco-
Schools website reveal the sorts 
of activities that eco-committees 
usually undertake. For example 
they might:

• act as litter monitors who patrol 
the playground reminding fellow 
pupils to not drop litter;

• ban break-time and lunchtime 
snacks that come with lots of 
throwaway packaging;

• put up anti-litter posters in 
classrooms and corridors and 
outside on walls and fences; 

• put up posters around the 
perimeter of the school grounds 
to remind passers-by that 
the litter dropped on nearby 
pavements can end up in the 
school grounds;

• regularly do litter picks to keep 
the school grounds litter-free, 
so that a litter-free playground 
becomes the norm;

2. If we want schools to play a role in solving our litter 
problems, we need to understand what ‘litter education’ 
actually is

We shouldn’t just be focusing on environmental outcomes but also the 
approach to learning
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• beautify the school grounds 
by planting flowers or painting 
walls so that they become a nicer 
place to be and therefore an 
environment worth protecting;

• install outdoor sports 
equipment such as table tennis 
tables, climbing frames or 
outdoor gym equipment that 
encourages outdoor play, and 
feelings of ownership and 
connection to school grounds. 

To judge the success of the 
chosen activities the eco-
committee will monitor changes 
in the volume of litter by 
repeating the baseline survey 
at regular intervals. The hope of 
course is that, over time, the litter 
situation improves to the point 
that better anti-waste behaviours 
have become the norm. The eco-
committee can then tone down 
the anti-litter work and focus on 
the next sustainability issue. 

What has been learned?
Whatever the outcome it is 
important to reflect not only on 
whether the litter situation has 

improved, but also on what has 
been learned. 

What pupils learn depends 
hugely on the educative 
skills of the eco-coordinator. 
Chris Gayford, the author 
of an influential WWF-UK 
report entitled Learning for 
Sustainability in Schools, 
describes learning for 
sustainability like this: 

Learning for sustainability is 
the process of developing the 
knowledge, skills, values and 
attitudes needed to move from 
where we are now to a state of 
sustainability2. 

A glance through the papers in 
this report and the profiles of 
those who have contributed them 
reveals litter to be a complicated 
issue. To fully appreciate the 
causes and consequences of 
litter we need to understand the 
basic workings of governments, 
businesses, economies, 
communities, charities, physical 
materials and all kinds of local 
and global environments and 
ecosystems; not to mention 
the human mind! With this 
knowledge we are better placed 
to understand how each affects, 
and is affected by, litter. At a 
school level the situation is 
perhaps a little less complex, but 
we would hope that pupils in the 
eco-committee might gain some 
of this knowledge. 

By learning about the basic 
workings of businesses, the 
human mind, local microclimates 
and any number of other factors 
that influence the existence or 
not of litter, pupils should come 
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to learn that many interactions 
and interdependencies are 
at play. In doing this they are 
developing their systems  
thinking skills, skills that will help 
them to understand not only the 
litter situation in their school, 
but also other sustainability 
topics such as climate change 
and broader topics they might 
encounter in biology, geography, 
maths and physics.  

Having learned about the causes 
and consequences of the litter 
problem in their school, the 
pupils then have a chance to 
develop their creative, lateral and 
rational thinking skills as they 
come up with ideas for activities 
that might solve the problem. 

Carrying out of the plan itself is 
likely to involve the development 
of another set of skills, for 
example negotiation, marketing, 
public speaking, leadership 
and diplomacy. Not to mention 
harder skills such as operating 
simple mechanical devices (litter 
pickers), carrying heavy objects, 
putting up posters, cleaning, 
turning compost, sorting waste, 
planting seeds, digging and 
so on. All of which should help 
develop dexterity and come in 
handy in later life, so long as they 
keep up the practice.   

What else is learned? It is worth 
returning to Chris Gayford’s 
exploration of learning for 
sustainability here. 

He goes on to say:

It is important to note that 
learning which simply develops 
knowledge, understanding and 
skills is not enough. The values 
that learners attach to this 
knowledge, and their attitudes to 
applying these skills are of huge 
importance. Learning about 
sustainability in ways that do not 
address values and attitudes is 
not considered either learning 
for sustainability or effective 
practice3. 

It is important therefore for 
eco-coordinators and eco-
committees to remain mindful of 
the values and attitudes that their 
activities are likely to activate 
and reinforce - in themselves and 
in the wider school community. 
For example, an eco-committee 
may choose to use incentives as 
a way to persuade fellow pupils 
to take up pro-environmental 
behaviours, rewarding them with 
a chocolate bar if they use the 
correct bin. But, what does the 
recipient of the chocolate bar 
learn in this scenario? Is it that 
using the bin is only worth doing 
if they get something in return 
and not worth doing if they do 
not? 

Perhaps an eco-committee 
might decide that pupils who are 
caught littering should be made 
to pick up litter during their next 
lunch break. What is learned 
in this scenario? Would it lead 
children to question why anyone 
would voluntarily engage in a 
pro-environmental behaviour 
such as litter picking if it is 
usually an activity carried out as 
a punishment for doing wrong?  

Turning ideas into an action plan will help pupils 
develop even more skills, for example project 

management, collaboration, budgeting, research, 
ICT, planning and design.

‘It is important 
therefore for eco-
coordinators and 
eco-committees 

to remain mindful 
of the values and 

attitudes that their 
activities are likely 

to activate and 
reinforce’ 

2. If we want schools to play a role in solving our litter 
problems, we need to understand what ‘litter education’ 
actually is
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In designing activities and 
learning on litter issues, 
eco-coordinators and eco-
committees need to consider 
the values and attitudes that will 
be developed. They need to ask 
themselves whether, for the sake 
of the environment, social justice 
and sustainable development it 
is more useful to develop values 
such as care, compassion, 
empathy, respect, kindness and 
collaboration, or their opposites. 
No form of education is value-
neutral; well-designed education 
for sustainability can contribute 
to the development of the values 
that schools often present as 
‘core’. 

 
 
Conclusion
If litter is understood by teachers 
and policy-makers as a topic 
through which to develop the 
kinds of knowledge and skills 
outlined above it is more likely 
to be given attention in today’s 
crowded curriculum. Those who 
call for more education as a way 
to address the litter problems 
we face need to give schools 
more reasons to engage their 
pupils in these issues. Visible 
improvements to the grounds of a 
school will be one motivator, the 
chance to develop knowledge, 
skills and values that will benefit 
pupils and the school as a whole 
will be powerful secondary one. 
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‘That ethos “of 
take your litter 

home”, which was 
instilled in me as 

a pre-school child, 
exists within me to 

this day.’ 

The bottom of my handbag 
is a scary place; don’t go 

there. Used paper tissues, shop 
receipts, sweet wrappers taken 
from my grandchildren. That 
ethos ‘of take your litter home’, 
which was instilled in me as a 
pre-school child, exists within me 
to this day.

In the same way, when litter has 
blown into my front garden, I 
unhesitatingly pick it up. Most 
people would and do. The 
big question is where do the 
boundaries of responsibility 
towards litter end? When does 
it become someone else’s 
problem? Back in the ‘good old 
days’ a community used to view 
itself as such, a community, 
therefore what was one person’s 
problem was everyone’s problem. 
Where did that pride and sense 
of responsibility go? For it 
unquestionably has disappeared 

from our streets, parks, public 
footpaths and shopping centres.

Civic Pride, up in Rossendale, 
Lancashire, firmly believes those 
boundaries have no end. They 
do not for us and they should 
not for everyone else in our 
community. Taking control of 
one’s local environment is such 
an empowering way to live. Our 
sense of ownership and pride 
increases exponentially with 
every piece of litter and detritus 
we collect.

As a local voluntary group, 
dedicated to making where we 
live a ‘Greener, Cleaner and 
Safer’ place to live, work and go 
to school, our volunteers are out 
there most days of the week, 
either in groups or as single 
‘Lone Rangers’.

Working in partnership with our 
local authority, the disturbing 
problem of litter is being attacked 
from both ends. We pick up the 
litter; our local authority collects 
what we have picked up. They 
provide the litter bins; we make 
sure they are used.

Any government that dismisses 
the issue of litter as being trivial 
and not worth taking seriously 
is misguided and misled. Litter 
is the tiniest drop in the huge 
sea that is life. The tip of an 
inverted pyramid. Many of those 
people who carelessly dump their 
unwanted items in public are 
also the self-same people who 
think it is OK to get paralytically 
drunk in a public places. Those 
people who get incapable from 
the effects of alcohol in a public 
place are the same people 

3. It’s a pride thing - making a difference on the ground

3. It’s a pride thing - making a difference on 
the ground

Camden Blomerley
Civic Pride Rossendale

It’s easy to see why civic pride exists in Rossendale
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who wouldn’t think twice about 
urinating in that same public 
place and, if they can urinate in a 
public place with impunity, then 
why not urinate on society as a 
whole? 

Others guilty of littering our 
streets are among those who 
feel it beneath their dignity to be 
bothered. Why should they care 
if the town looks a mess? The 
car sales executive who eats his 
healthy lunch, purchased from 
a top-brand store. He’ll sit in his 
car, eat his ‘lunch on the go’, 
neatly put the empty mineral 
water bottle, his low-fat, healthy 
sandwich wrap cover, together 
with the muesli bar packet back 
into the throw-away carrier bag, 
open his car window and quite 
deliberately drop it into the lay-
by. Under no circumstances 
does he want the smell of his 
lunch lingering his car, he has 
an important meeting to attend 
and wouldn’t want to offend 
a potential client. This man or 
woman is the same person 

who would quite happily, and 
without any hint of remorse or 
conscience, dump his unwanted 
baggage on society from a great 
height!   

Other examples of the good 
thing about being ‘out there’, at 
street level, picking up litter, is 
we see behavioural traits and 
patterns as they happen. We 
also see how these unacceptable 
standards of behaviour can be 
changed. Many people have the 
misguided attitude whereby they 
think dropping a piece of litter or 
chewing gum is perfectly normal 
and acceptable. In doing this, 
they are providing employment 
for the chap who is going to 
come along shortly and pick 
it up for them. However, when 
they witness one of their fellow 
residents, out there, picking 
up the litter they have just 
dropped, this attitude changes 
dramatically. It may be all right 
to drop an empty coffee cup 
for the man from the council to 
collect on his rounds but it isn’t 
OK to drop that cup when it is 
your neighbour who is coming 
along behind you. There is a 
sense of immediacy and public 
ridicule when the latter happens, 
which isn’t present in the former 
scenario.

Being ‘out there’ at street level 
also brings other, unlooked for, 
benefits. Our local authority 
now understands we know the 
area better than they do. Our 
local police appreciate how 
much we see as we ‘womble’ 
around the town. We now have 
a system in place whereby we 
can report, to our Community 
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Police Officers, areas of our town 
that may need a closer look, 
e.g. locations where drug-use 
paraphernalia has been found.  
An accumulation of small vodka 
bottles is probably the den for 
under-age drinking. These are the 
smaller pieces of a much larger 
sphere of influence a community 
group such as ours can have.  

At the other end of the 
spectrum, our local authority 
also appreciates the fact that 
knowing our town as we do, 
then maybe it is time to work 
together on other, larger, projects.  
This is now happening. As a 
voluntary community group 
we are now working with the 
various departments within 
the council.  Volunteers from 
Civic Pride are heading up the 
reinstatement planning, post-
flood prevention work being 
undertaken in our town during 
2014. A new, proposed, town 
centre re-development scheme 
has our members integrated 
within the team that is looking 
at the architectural plans. Again, 
from picking up litter off our 
streets and open spaces has 
come about a healthier, more 
integrated, local community joint 
venture. How good is that? Our 
volunteers come from all walks 
of life; retired professionals; 
teenagers; people with learning 
disabilities; different cultural, 
political and faith groups. 

Being ‘out there’ and talking 
to other residents, visitors and 

business owners is inevitable. 
A neighbour will stop to chat, 
to congratulate and thank us. 
A visitor will stop to ask for 
directions and enquire as to 
what we are doing and why. 
Communicating on a daily basis, 
we give out information and 
receive information in return. This 
exchanging of information then 
becomes part of the process.  
When we exchange information, 
we are, at the same time, 
exchanging philosophies and 
strategies. We are presenting to 
the world a change in ideas and 
perceptions about litter; about 
how it is up to us, our community, 
to take back into our care and 
control our streets, our public 
spaces, our environment.

To go back to the original 
questions: Where did that pride 
and sense of responsibility 
go? When did litter become 
someone else’s problem? One 
answer to the question is also 
in the statement used in the 
opening paragraph of this paper. 
That ethos ‘of take your litter 
home’, which was instilled as 
a pre-school child. The day 
the Keep Britain Tidy message 
was taken from our everyday 
lives. The day that some fool 
somewhere decided society no 
longer needed this particular 
piece of public information and 
indoctrination. What a sad day 
that was. A big mistake; to quote 
from the film ‘Pretty Woman” – a 
HUGE MISTAKE! Litter affects us all and we bind together to tackle 

the issue, addressing other issues as we do so

3. It’s a pride thing - making a difference on the ground
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