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Foreword

Lord Pickles
Former Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government

For decades, litter has been at the forefront of public concerns about 
people’s local areas. This should come as no surprise when 2 million 
pieces of litter are dropped every day across the country, equating to 23 
pieces of litter per second. 

There are enormous costs to the growing scourge of litter – to the 
taxpayer, to the environment and to the beauty of our countryside and 
neighbourhoods. It costs the taxpayer over  £1 billion a year – money that 
could be spent on other vital public services. The RSPCA have also stated 
that they receive an average of 14 calls a day regarding wildlife harmed 
by litter. And, of course, there is the depressing fact that the more litter 
there already is in an area, the more likely people are to make the problem 
worse.

It is for these reasons that, as Secretary of State for Communities and 
Local Government, I endeavoured to offer practical solutions to address 
the scourge of litter. In 2015, I was proud to launch the first ever 
Community Clear Up Day, which saw communities across the country 
coming together to clean-up litter. Additionally, in order to discourage 
fly tipping and littering I oversaw the Weekly Collection Support Scheme, 
which allocated £250 million to support councils in their delivery of a 
weekly bin collection.

Of course, most communities take pride in their public spaces: high 
streets should aspire to be hubs of economic activity, with thriving streets 
reflecting the character of the local area. If we are serious about levelling-
up and restoring pride of place, a popular, logical step would be to reduce 
litter to enhance the beauty of our local spaces - making them an attractive 
proposition for local communities to visit.

This paper makes a timely contribution to this important issue, where 
too many local authorities are not enforcing the law. Measures to drive 
behavioural change such as introducing a digitised Deposit Return 
scheme and rewarding sustainable change on the part of companies that 
manufacture and produce packaging are all remedies that could make 
a difference, particularly when combined with more substantial fines, 
consistent enforcement and a Council League Table to show which local 
authorities are gripping this problem. Addressing litter and the physical 
environment gives the clearest signal that a local authority respects its 
residents. 

Significant intervention on this issue is long overdue.
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Executive Summary

Litter is ugly and an overwhelming majority of Britons want action. Since 
the 1960s littering has increased by 500%. Years of inaction, compounded 
by a lack of personal responsibility and a sharp increase in littering during 
the COVID-19 pandemic has made the problem worse. 

Policy Exchange first recommended a national and coordinated 
approach to litter in Litterbugs published in 2009, but it was not until 2017 
that the Government published the first ever national strategy that dealt 
with litter and littering behaviour. Furthermore, in 2022 the Office for 
Environmental Protection has said that the Government has yet to move 
beyond mere commitments to policy delivery.

The economic impact and cost of littering in the UK is £1 billion. 
Approximately 730 million items are littered annually with each piece of 
litter costing the UK economy 73p on average. Fly-tipping, a more serious 
form of littering, is also on the rise. Local authorities in England dealt with 
1.13 million fly-tipping incidents in 2021, an increase of 16% from the 
previous year, as local recycling centres closed during the lockdown when 
people embarked on DIY and home improvement projects.

In addition to the economic cost, littering has a far-reaching 
environmental impact in both marine and natural environments. Roadside 
litter alone kills approximately 3.2 million shrews, voles, and mice every 
year. Moreover, contaminants released from the breakdown of litter are a 
human health risk as micro- and nano-plastics become embedded in foods 
we eat – with one study finding 100% of mussels collected from the UK 
coastline and supermarkets contained microplastics and other debris.    

The cleanliness of streets and local areas strongly correlates to levels 
of deprivation and affluence. The most affluent neighbourhoods showed 
above levels of acceptable cleanliness whereas some of the most deprived 
contained seven times as many small non-plastic bottles and three times 
as much litter more broadly. Heavily littered areas appear ignored, 
undervalued, and not cared for, which can lead to even more littering 
behaviour just as neighbourhoods with graffiti and broken windows 
generate more crime in local areas.    

Despite this serious and growing problem, too many local authorities 
are not making good use of the powers available to them. Littering is a 
criminal act, punishably by a fixed penalty notice of up to £150. For fly-
tipping, a person is liable to imprisonment of up to 12 months and/or a 
£50,000 maximum penalty. Yet of the 169 councils that responded to a 
series of Freedom of Information requests issued by the charity Clean Up 
Britain, 56% were issuing less than one fine per week and 16% of councils 
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were issuing no fines at all. For fly-tipping, last year saw the lowest levels 
of enforcement since 2014.

For the restoration of a sense of community, local pride, and belonging, 
there is a clear and unavoidable need to address littering. This report calls 
for the Government to implement a new and revitalised Litter Strategy, 
including a significantly more aggressive approach to fines, including 
higher penalties, with a Local Authority League Table to name and 
shame those councils that are not using their powers; a new National 
Litter Awareness Course (modelled on the National Speed Awareness 
Course), backed by educational campaigns, to transform attitudes to 
personal responsibility; increased investment in bin infrastructure, with 
consideration of bins embedded in local design codes; and a large scale 
pilot of a digitised Deposit Return Scheme to enhance recycling. 

If implemented, these recommendations will allow us to reverse the 
growing tide of litter and make Britain, once again, a cleaner, greener and 
tidier land.
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Policy Recommendations 

Fines and Enforcement 
1. Triple the level of fines. At present, the default level of fines for a 

littering offence does not reflect the scale of the litter problem in 
the UK and is notably smaller compared to other ‘on the spot’ fines 
or criminal acts. Tripling the level of fines significantly increases 
the deterrent effect and personal cost of a litter offence.

2. Council League Table. A lack of enforcement generates a cultural 
understanding that littering, whilst frowned upon, is trivial – 
despite being a criminal offence. A league table, published as part 
of DEFRA’s ‘Litter Dashboard’, would rank local authorities on 
how actively they use their powers to tackle litter and littering 
behaviour. A league table would incentivise councils to develop 
local litter strategies, enable residents to hold councils to account, 
as well as instil a competitive spirit across regions and between 
metro-mayors.

3. A National Litter Awareness Course. Just like the National 
Speed Awareness Course that teaches the dangers of speeding and 
dangerous driving, a litter awareness course offers a chance to re-
educate and change behaviour as an alternative to prosecution and 
fines. It would directly target the worst offenders. The National 
Litter Awareness Course would provisionally be priced between 
£80 to £120, the same as the National Speed Awareness Course. 
As this would be significantly lower than the new default fine, this 
would provide an incentive to people to take the course. 

Education and Campaigns 
4. New campaign to make littering socially unacceptable. This 

should be channelled through existing anti-littering groups, 
which are trusted by the public. Public funding, however, has 
declined with central Government withdrawing financial support 
as part of budget cuts in 2010. Such a campaign should target the 
youth and reinforce personal responsibility – if individuals wish 
to use and enjoy public spaces, respect for these environments 
should be paramount. 
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Policy Recommendations 

Binfrastructure
5. Embed the provision of bins and ashtray in strategic sites 

within design codes. The provision of bins is largely absent 
from designs codes, including the National Planning Framework. 
Mandating bins in design code enables a dialogue between local 
authorities and private developers ensuring better place making 
and local development, as well as balance the provision of bins 
between the private and public sector. It should also promote a 
more unified public realm design strategy where litter bins are 
discreetly incorporated into other elements of street furniture, 
such as bus stops, benches, and lampposts. Not only would this 
provide more opportunities for litter disposal but it would also 
encourage a cleaner, more streamlined visual landscape reducing 
litter and street clutter.   

6. Re-run the Binfrastructure Capital Grant Fund but allocated 
by formula. The placement and provision of bins and ashtrays is 
necessary and important; however, the last round of funding saw 
low participation by local authorities. Rather than local authorities 
bidding for funding, allocation by formula is more time effective, 
enabling local authorities to focus on delivery, with local 
authorities needing only to demonstrate proof of installation to 
draw down funds. In conjunction with the first recommendation, 
more funding provides an opportunity for local authorities and 
regions to be proactive and compete on the Council League Table.

Two Schemes: Deposit Return Scheme and Extended Producer 
Responsibility

7. Large scale pilot of a digitised Deposit Return Scheme. A 
digitised component of the Deposit Return Scheme (DRS) would 
make use of existing bin infrastructure and collection points, as 
well as accommodate for future technological innovation, such as 
‘smart’ on-the-go bins that can be retrofitted. It is an app-based 
approach and an alternative to installing Reverse Vending Machines 
across the country. Digital DRS presents various challenges as an 
emerging technology. As such, given the technology’s significant 
cost saving potential, a large-scale trial should take place.

8. Explore and reward sustainable change. Private sector 
innovation will play an essential role in reducing waste and litter. 
Companies that explore and implement policies and/or changes to 
manufacturing, production and packaging processes that result in 
large scale reductions in waste must be rewarded. The Government 
should ask and consult businesses that sell consumer goods which 
rewards work best to drive innovative sustainable change. 
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Two Heavily Littered Items: Butts and Gum 
9. Zero-rate VAT on biodegradable gum. For heavily littered items 

that dirty streets and pavements, the Government should support 
the business case for biodegradable products, especially in the case 
of chewing gum and cigarette butts. Alternative biodegradable 
chewing gum products are roughly three times more expensive 
than single use plastic chewing gum. As such, the Government 
should introduce a zero-rate VAT on biodegradable plant-based 
chewing gum.

10. Ban synthetic cigarette filters. Synthetic cigarette filters do not 
biodegrade and can last up to fifteen years in the environment. 
The Government should ban synthetic filters, requiring cigarette 
manufacturers to switch back to pre-World War Two methods of 
using cotton and wool.  
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Introduction

Introduction

Litter is ugly. It is an unsightly and an environmentally damaging by-
product of modern development and society. Between the 1960s and 
2009, littering has increased by approximately 500%.1 When asked about 
improving the beauty of local areas, litter trumps crime, vandalism and 
graffiti as the most important local issue to the British public.2 Frequently, 
both national and local politicians partake in litter picking operations in 
their local areas, attesting to the strong public sentiment against litter. 

Policy Exchange first highlighted the litter problem in 2009 with 
the publication of Litterbugs.3 With a Foreword by Bill Bryson OBE, then 
President of the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE), the report 
argued that a lack of co-ordination to disseminate information and best 
practice had failed to alter social norms. Previous anti-littering attempts 
were too disjointed, inconsistent, and localised. The media coverage of 
Litterbugs was extensive, with Bryson appearing on broadcast media to 
discuss the report, as well as national and international press coverage.4 
The principal recommendation of Litterbugs was a coordinated approach by 
central government to tackle the UK litter problem.

Since the report was published, the battle against littering endures. 
Despite the media attention and public debate that followed, it was not 
until 2017 when the Government launched its first ever national approach 
to tackling litter. The Litter Strategy highlights that “a littered environment is bad 
for our wellbeing, and bad for the economy” and set out 36 commitments aimed at 
cleaning up the country and delivering a substantial reduction in litter and 
littering within a generation.5 As a first attempt, the strategy enjoyed little 
opposition and was welcomed by a broad range of campaign groups and 
organisations; perhaps a reflection of the unanimous feeling of disgust 
that unsightly litter arouses in the passer-by.

The Litter Strategy, however, faltered with Covid-19 pandemic. The 
annual progress reports for 2019-20 and 2020-21 were not published. 
The Government recognise the pandemic’s impact in the battle against 
litter. Various initiatives and campaigns were either downsized or 
postponed, whilst at the same time, lockdowns led to a ‘litter epidemic’ in 
public spaces. Nonetheless, the litter problem persists, and the pandemic 
is now long gone. The time is ripe for the Litter Strategy to undergo a 
complete reboot with existing policies revitalised, new ideas embraced, 
and a greater emphasis on personal responsibility. If not now, when?

Crucially, the starting premise of a rebooted Litter Strategy should 
acknowledge that individuals litter and so individuals are responsible for 
their immediate impact on the environment. Correctly binning an item 

1. Policy Exchange. (2009) Litterbugs: How to 
deal with the problem of littering. Link

2. Ipsos. (2015) Litter and crime the most im-
portant aspects in making the local area a 
beautiful place to live. Link

3. Policy Exchange. (2009) Litterbugs: How to 
deal with the problem of littering. Link

4. Litterbugs was reported in the Telegraph, the 
Guardian, Independent, and even the Times 
of Malta

5. HM Government. (2017) Litter Strategy, p.9. 
Link

https://policyexchange.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/litterbugs-mar-09.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/litter-and-crime-most-important-aspects-making-local-area-beautiful-place-live
https://policyexchange.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/litterbugs-mar-09.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/630999/litter-strategy-for-england-2017-v2.pdf
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of litter is something everyone can do. The Government can only do so 
much in waging the war against the litter that plague our streets and public 
spaces. To alleviate the burden on Government and local authorities, the 
British public must first take responsibility, collectively change social 
norms, and properly dispose of its rubbish. 

The subsequent paper is a revival of Policy Exchange’s original Litterbugs 
report albeit with fresh analysis and a re-evaluation of the battle against 
litter. It is structured as follows: 

• Chapter One: Why Tackle Littering? – Tackling litter is important 
for many reasons. The chapter discuses four reasons including the 
general consensus of public opinion, environmentalism, as well 
as how solving the litter problem is crucial to the Government’s 
Levelling Up agenda to restore pride of place, and finally, the 
newly established regulatory body, the Office for Environmental 
Protection.

• Chapter Two: The Litter Problem – This chapter outlines 
the problem of litter in the UK and covers its history, Policy 
Exchange’s original contribution to the debate, and how Covid-19 
both exacerbated the issue and derailed the Government’s Litter 
Strategy. 

• Chapter Three: Existing Policies Revitalised and New Ideas 
Embraced – Fresh analysis of existing policies and some new ideas 
are discussed in this chapter. Policy recommendations are addressed 
thematically, including fines and enforcement; education and 
campaigns; binfrastructure; a deposit return scheme and extended 
producer responsibility; and finally, two heavily littered items 
including plastic gum and synthetic cigarette filters. 

• Chapter Four: Summary of Policy Recommendations – this 
chapter summarises the paper and the policy recommendations 
that it proposes.
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Chapter One: Why Tackle Litter? 

Chapter One: Why Tackle Litter? 

The litter problem is important for many reasons, including the aesthetics 
and beauty of places; the impact on the environment; and its impact on 
local pride.  The UK has a long and vibrant history of environmentalism, 
benefitting from the activism of notable figures such as the broadcaster 
and natural historian, Sir David Attenborough, and of the late Duke of 
Edinburgh with both his son, King Charles III, and grandson, the Prince of 
Wales, continuing his life’s work and legacy. Moreover, as climate change 
has become an issue of international importance, environmentalism has 
evolved and grabbed the attention of policy makers and politicians, as well 
as the general public. Solving the problem of litter must play its part in 
making our urban and rural environments greener, more beautiful, and 
healthier places.

1. Aesthetics & Beauty
Almost everyone wants to live in a beautiful place. This might be an idyllic 
rural village, a sleepy suburb, or a smart inner-city square, terrace, or 
mansion block. It will require pleasing architecture, quality street and 
pavement surfaces, appropriate streetlights, and other street furniture 
including trees, bushes, hedges, and other greenery. But all of this can be 
spoiled by litter, which is universally believed to be ugly. 

Among all the features that enhance or detract from urban beauty, 
many Britons think that ‘less litter and rubbish’ is the most important 
factor in determining the overall aesthetic quality of a place.12 Litter makes 
a neighbourhood appear forgotten, neglected, and loutish. Crisp packets, 
takeaway packaging, and plastic bottles can ruin the prettiest of sceneries, 
and cigarette butts and chewing gum can dirty streets and pavements into 
something repellent. Litter can also have knock-on impacts: individuals 
are less likely to litter in clean areas, whilst dirty areas can quickly 
become litter hot-spots.13 A heavily littered area seems like it is ignored, 
undervalued, and not cared for, which can end up leading to even more 
littering behaviour, in the same way that neighbourhoods with graffiti and 
broken windows seem to generate more crime.14 The problem of litter in 
the UK bears great semblance to Wilson and Kelling’s ‘Broken Windows 
Theory’ and its central premise that each problem left unattended in a 
given environment affects people’s attitude toward that environment and 
leads to more problems, or in this case, more litter.15

Urban beauty has long been a focus of Policy Exchange’s work with 
the Building Beautiful programme leading the debate on empowering 
communities and creating beautiful urban spaces.16 Building Beautiful has 

6. Harvey, Adrian and Caroline Julian. (2015) 
‘A Community Right to Beauty: Giving com-
munities the power to shape, enhance and 
create beautiful places, developments and 
spaces’, ResPublica, p. 24. Link

7. Keizer, Kees., Siegwart Lindenberg, and Lin-
da Steg. (2009) ‘Contagious Crime’, Wilson 
Quarterly. Link 

8. Corman, Hope., and Naco Mocan. (2005). 
‘Carrots, Sticks, and Broken Windows’, 
The Journal of Law and Economics, 48(1), 
pp.235-266. Link

9. Kelling, George and James Wilson. (1982) 
‘Broken Windows: The police and neigh-
bourhood safety’, The Atlantic. Link

10. Policy Exchange. (2019) Building Beautiful. 
Link

https://www.respublica.org.uk/our-work/publications/a-community-right-to-beauty-giving-communities-the-power-to-shape-enhance-and-create-beautiful-places-developments-and-spaces/
http://archive.wilsonquarterly.com/sites/default/files/articles/WQ_VOL33_W_2009_PERIODICAL_09.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/425594
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1982/03/broken-windows/304465/
https://policyexchange.org.uk/publication/building-beautiful/
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consistently argued for the importance of strong architectural design and 
urbanism, most recently in Strong Suburbs and A Call for Tall Buildings Policy.17 18 
These papers have offered policies that translate the aspiration and desire 
of urban beauty into actionable ideas and policies. There are, however, 
many other kinds of ugliness in our built environment that need to be 
tackled and litter is one of them. Tackling litter is an easy, obvious, and 
unifying issue that enhances not just urban, but also rural beauty. One 
recent poll saw 81% of people say they felt angry and frustrated by the 
amount of litter all over the country.19 Successive governments have made 
steps to try and tackle the litter problem, most recently in the 2017 with 
the UK Litter Strategy. But despite some progress, much of the problem 
remains.

2. Environmental Impact 
Littering has a far-reaching environmental impact in both marine 
and natural environments and is well documented. For instance, the 
breakdown of plastics found in litter can pollute the environment by 
releasing micro- and nano-plastics via runoff into the soil and nearby 
water courses, causing degradation and damaged ecosystems.21 This is 
released into the environment through in situ weathering, most notably 
via sunlight in the beach environment, and into the marine ecosystems.22  
The consequent transfer of chemicals has knock-on consequences for 
marine ecosystems, including chemicals that disrupt animal hormone 
production, impair reproduction resulting in lower birth rates, and the 
eventual loss of biodiversity.23 Microplastics alone have been found in 
more 100 marine species surveyed and ingested by over 80% of sample 
populations. 24 Moreover, animals can also become entangled in bigger 
plastics before degradation and can die through ingesting litter. In the UK 
specifically, it is also estimated that roadside and lay-by littering could be 
killing up to 3.2 million shrews, voles, and mice every year. 25 More than 
8% of bottles and almost 5% of cans collected as part of an area study in 
Norfolk contained the remains of some of our smallest mammals. These 
small mammals play an essential role in our food chain from eating insects 
and plants, and then acting as prey for other animals and birds.

The littering of plastics is also a human health risk. Microplastic 
contamination, as a result of plastic leakage into the environment, can 
eventually re-enter the human body via the food chain.26 A 2018 study 
found 100% of mussels collected from the UK coastline and supermarkets 
contained microplastics and other debris.27 It is currently unclear how 
significant microplastics pollution is for human health.28 There is an active 
debate among scientists and governments, but previous pollutants, such 
as lead, were later discovered to have enormous effects on human health 
and behaviour.

Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic adversely impacted that extent 
of litter found in the UK environment, further exacerbating the problem. 
One group of academics found that among the 11 countries studied, the 
UK showed the highest overall proportion of littered masks, gloves, and 

11. Policy Exchange. (2021) Strong Suburbs. Link 
12. Policy Exchange. (2022) A Call for Tall Build-

ings Policy. Link
13. Populus. (2015) Public Perception on Litter 

in the UK. 
14. Andrady, Anthony. (2011) ‘Microplastics in 

the marine environment’, Marine Pollution 
Bulletin. Link

15. Ibid
16. Gallo, Frederic., Cristina Fossi et al. (2018) 

‘Marine litter plastics and microplastics and 
their toxic chemicals components: the need 
for urgent preventative measures’, Environ-
mental Sciences Europe. Link

17. Ibid
18. Keep Britain Tidy. (2018) Journal of Litter 

and Environmental Quality. Link 
19. UNISAN. (2020) How does litter harm the 

environment. Link
20. The Independent. (2018) All UK mussels con-

tain plastic and other contaminants, study 
finds. Link

21. The New Statesman. (2021) Is pollution re-
ally causing penises to shrink and sperm 
counts to plummets? Link

https://policyexchange.org.uk/publication/strong-suburbs/
https://policyexchange.org.uk/publication/a-call-for-a-tall-buildings-policy/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0025326X11003055?via%3Dihub
https://enveurope.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s12302-018-0139-z
https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/sites/default/files/resources/15913_Journal%20of%20Litter%20and%20Environmental%20Quality_v7-online.pdf
https://www.unisanuk.com/how-does-litter-harm-the-environment/
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/mussels-plastic-microplastic-pollution-shellfish-seafood-oceans-uk-a8388486.html
https://www.newstatesman.com/science-tech/2021/03/pollution-really-causing-penises-shrink-and-sperm-counts-plummet
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wipes as litter, with masks alone accounting for 5% of all litter.29 This 
peaked to 6% when restrictions were eased.30 One possible explanation 
for this phenomenon is the burden on local authorities to deal with staff 
absences and new working practices leading to reduced street cleaning 
and bin collection services. Another explanation could be the UK’s social 
disposition and attitude towards littering, and a pre-existing failure to 
shift societal norms and littering behaviour. The impacts of littered masks, 
gloves, and wipes are numerous, including an increased potential of 
blockages in sewerage systems, megafauna and animals being entangled in 
straps and elastic used in PPE, as well as becoming a vector for pathogens 
and pollutants. The severity of the UK with the highest proportion of 
Covid-19 related litter correlates to the differences in waste manage 
practices and embedded littering behaviours before the pandemic. The UK 
is the worst among our allies and comparable countries, such as France, 
the United States, Germany, and Australia. 

3. Local Pride
The relationship between litter and socio-economic status is one of 
correlation not direct causation. The Government’s 2014/15 Local 
Environmental Quality Survey of England, conducted by the charity Keep 
Britain Tidy, found that those areas with more indicators of deprivation have 
markedly higher levels of litter. Reasons for this correlation are complex 
and unclear. However, the extent of litter and sites deemed ‘unacceptably 
tidy’ falls from 25% in the most deprived areas to 2% in the least deprived 
areas.31 This finding aligns with an earlier study which first highlighted 
the correlation back in 2009 and outlined some of the characteristics of 
heavily littered neighbourhoods.32 The extent of litter is greater in areas 
with smaller dwellings and high-density housing; properties without 
gardens; more mixed-use properties; disused buildings; more young 
adults; and finally, certain types of street layout, such as thoroughfares 
across a city. In order to break this correlation, Government policy and 
local authorities must focus on and target deprived areas if it is to achieve 
its levelling-up ambitions and restore pride in place for local residents 
across the entire country. There are three references in the Government’s 
Levelling Up White paper to litter, including high street rejuvenation; 
sentencing of offenders by tasking them with street cleaning and clearing 
litter; and perhaps more importantly, restoring a sense of community, 
local pride and belonging. 

22. The countries studied include Australia, Bel-
gium, Canada, France, Germany, the Neth-
erlands, New Zealand, Spain, Sweden, the 
United Kingdom and the United States. 

23. Roberts, Keiron., and Sui Phang et al. (2022) 
‘Increased personal protective equipment 
litter as a result of Covid-19 measure’, Na-
ture Sustainability. Link

24. Keep Britain Tidy. (2015) The Local Environ-
ment Quality Survey of England 2014/15. 
Link 

25. Joseph Rowntree Foundation. (2009) Street 
cleanliness in deprived and better-off neigh-
bourhoods. Link

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-021-00824-1
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Document.aspx?Document=13381_LocalEnvironmentalQualitySurveyofEngland,2014-15.pdf
https://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/default/files/jrf/migrated/files/neighbourhood-street-cleanliness-full.pdf
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Littering in Denmark 
Denmark is ranked the world’s cleanest and most environmentally friendly 
country, with an overall Environmental Performance Index score of 77.9, and a 
waste management score of 68.3.34 Its capital, Copenhagen, ranks second only 
to Zurich as Europe’s cleanest city.35 Pro-active anti-littering campaigns have 
helped Denmark tackle the issue better than others. For instance, the Pure 
Love litter-prevention campaign run by the city of Copenhagen between 2012-
2015 with a particular aim of ‘nudging’ to encourage individuals to help keep 
the city clean.36 ‘Nudging’ is be understood as a policy which makes it simpler 
and easy to do the right thing. Bright green trails directed individuals to bright 
green bins marked with ‘save our planet’ which were placed all around the city. 
The government also provided over 300 cafes and restaurants with portable 
ashtrays to reduce cigarette litter. On beaches around Denmark similar 
portable ashtrays were also provided. Mini trash-bags were also handed out 
for free. The positive pro-active campaign created and helped reinforce 
positive feedback loops as citizens start to take an interest and pride in keeping 
Denmark Europe’s cleanest country.

Denmark also has a notable coastline with beaches often littered due to high 
winds. In 2012 the government of Denmark launched the Danish Marine 
Strategy to improve the environmental quality of its beaches.37 Multiple 
organisations were involved, such as the NGOs, KIMO Denmark collaborating 
with Arhus University’s National Centre for Environment and Energy, to 
monitor progress and inform the strategy.38 One particular challenge faced 
by Denmark is the source of its beach litter occurring from other countries, 
especially those bordering the North Sea. It illustrates the need for countries 
around the North Sea to work together and coordinate action through the EU 
Plastics Strategy. 

26. Environmental Performance Index. (2022) 
Denmark. Linkv 

27. The Local. (2015) Copenhagen is Europe’s 
second-cleanest city. Link 

28. Clean Up Europe Network. (2016) Nudging: 
From Denmark with Love. Link 

29. Ministry of Environment and Food of Den-
mark. (2019) Danish Marine Strategy II. Link 

30. KIMO. (2019) Monitoring beach litter in 
Denmark. Link 

https://epi.yale.edu/epi-results/2022/country/dnk
https://www.thelocal.dk/20150331/copenhagen-is-europes-second-cleanest-city/
https://cleaneuropenetwork.eu/en/blog/nudging-from-denmark-with-love/agf/
https://mfvm.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/MFVM/Natur/Havstrategi/Danish_Marine_Strategy_II_UK.pdf
https://www.kimointernational.org/news/monitoring-beach-litter-in-denmark/
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Chapter Two: The Litter Problem 

This chapter outlines the problem of litter in the UK. There are several 
dimensions to the litter problem. These include the scale and costs 
associated with littering, and the history of littering as a disjointed, 
inconsistent, and localised problem that requires a national strategy. After 
years of inaction, the Government launched the first ever national litter 
strategy, but even then, the Covid-19 pandemic derailed it. 

1. The Scale and Cost of Littering
Between the 1960s and 2009, littering increased by approximately 
500%.39 The headline fact of Keep Britain Tidy, the UK’s anti-littering 
campaign group, is that “more than two million pieces of litter are dropped in the UK 
every day. The cost to the taxpayers for street cleaning is over £1billion a year.” 40 These are 
extraordinary and alarming figures. 730 million items are littered annually 
with each piece of litter costing 73p to the taxpayer on average. This trend 
has and continues to grow significantly. For the 2020/21-year, local 
authorities in England dealt with 1.13 million fly-tipping incidents, an 
increase of 16% from 2019/20, two thirds of which involved household 
waste. Total incidents involving household waste rose by 16% from 
2019/20 to 2020/21.41 According to the most recent and extensive survey 
by Keep Britain Tidy, smoking related litter was visible at 73% of sites and 
92% of industry, warehouse, and retail sites.42 Specifically relating to fly-
tipping, the Government has recently opened a consultation on DIY waste, 
which proposes that households should not be charged for disposing of 
DIY waste.43

Cigarette butts comprise 66% of all littered items, but only 0.2% of 
overall litter volume.44 Small plastic bottles and non-alcoholic cans make 
up 43% of litter volume but 3% of littered items. This indicates that size 
matters because the smaller and more discrete the item, such as cigarette 
butt or chewing gum packaging, the more likely it is to be littered. These 
are conspicuous and frequently consumed ‘on the go’ items with less 
stigma attached to being littered. Branded items and large household 
names are also significant: McDonald’s is the most often occurring culprit, 
followed by Coca-Cola and Wrigley’s Extra chewing gum packaging.45 

Street cleaning cost local authorities £778m in 2015/16. The most 
recent figure is unknown and likely to be higher given current trends of 
littering and the impact of COVID-19. As already mentioned, Covid-19 
has exacerbated the littering problem, but also increased the cost to local 
authorities. In the immediate months following the first easing of Covid 
restrictions, local authorities spent on average an extra £33,000 managing 

31. Policy Exchange. (2009) Litterbugs: How to 
deal with the problem of littering. Link

32. Keep Britain Tidy. Litter and The Law. Link
33. HM Government. (2021) Fly-tipping statis-

tics for England, 2020 to 2021. Link
34. Keep Britain Tidy. (2015) The Local Environ-

mental Quality Survey of England 2014/15. 
Link 

35. DEFRA. (2022) Government announces new 
crackdown on fly-tipping. Link

36. Keep Britain Tidy. (2020) Litter Composition 
Analysis. Link

37. Ibid

https://policyexchange.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/litterbugs-mar-09.pdf
https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/faqs/advice/litter-and-law
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/fly-tipping-in-england/fly-tipping-statistics-for-england-2020-to-2021
https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/sites/default/files/resources/KBT_How_Clean_Is_England_LEQSE_Report_2015.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-announces-new-crackdown-on-fly-tipping
https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/sites/default/files/resources/20200330%20KBT%20Litter%20Composition%20Report%20-%20FINAL.pdf
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littering and anti-social behaviour in local parks with on average an 
additional 57 tonnes of waste per council.46 One council even reported a 
spending increase of £150,000 as people flooded to public spaces to get 
fresh air while shops, restaurants and pubs were closed.47 Keep Britain 
Tidy warned of a ‘littering epidemic’ as lockdowns were eased.48 The use 
of plastic packaging in takeaways and online deliveries, masks, and other 
PPE, has meant more plastic packaging refuse in public spaces.49 Whilst 
this could be a result of ignorance, as people socialise outside instead of 
at home, or in pubs and restaurants, there may also be a psychological 
component. Some research suggests that the stressful experience of the 
pandemic has reduced the salience of littering.50

Prior to the pandemic, the Government recognised the littering cost to 
local authorities and stated that “a significant portion of this will have been avoidable… 
[and] better spent on vital public services.”51 This report identifies how the cost-
saving could be better achieved by rebooting the Government’s Litter 
Strategy with existing policies revitalised and new ideas embraced. The 
public conscience needs a reawakening to the litter problem as Covid-19 
has bred complacency and demonstrates a lack of behavioural change the 
Government’s Litter Strategy aspired towards.

The newly established Office for Environmental Protection (OEP), 
created as a statutory regulatory body by the Environment Act 2021, aspires 
to “provide independent oversight of the Government’s environmental 
progress.”52 Recently, it called on the Government to do more, noting that 
progress had been slow. The OEP argued that the Government’s vision 
needed to be “underpinned with effective strategy, policy and delivery 
mechanisms; and strong leadership, better governance and effective 
monitoring.”53 In Defra’s response to the OEP challenge, there was much 
agreement from the Department stating that it will revise ‘legacy targets’, 
conduct a five-year Significant Improvement Test and publish the next 
Environment Improvement Plan by January 2023 to “drive outcomes and 
focus on delivery”.54 On the topic of litter, however, the OEP notes that 
despite the Government’s target to deliver a substantial reduction in litter 
and littering behaviour within a generation only remains a commitment 
with an unspecified deadline. The 2017 Litter Strategy is the only 
policy document which underpins the problem of litter, and as argued 
below, requires a reboot with existing policies revitalised and new ideas 
embraced. In doing so, the Government can prove to the OEP that it is 
moving beyond mere commitments with substantive policy ideas that are 
deliverable and will significantly reducing levels of litter.

2. The History of the Litter Problem 
Policy Exchange’s Litterbugs report was published in 2009. It argued that 
whilst an important and more complex issue than generally perceived, “litter 
can be reduced if we develop and implement a coordinated national strategy and draw on better 
design, develop long-term educational campaigns, share best practice and create mechanisms 
that change people’s behaviour for the better.”55  Despite the media attention and 
public debate that followed the publication of Litterbugs, little was done 

38. Keep Britain Tidy. (2020) New Campaign 
Launched in Face of Littering Epidemic in 
Parks. Link

39. Ibid
40. BBC. (2020) Why litter is surging as lock-

down ease. Link
41. Ibid
42. Ibid
43. HM Government. (2017) Litter Strategy. Link
44. Department for Environment, Food & Rural 

Affairs. (2021) Interim Office for Environ-
mental Protection to be launched. Link

45. Office for Environmental Protection. (2022) 
Taking stock: protecting, restoring, and im-
proving the environment in England. Link 

46. Department for Environment, Food & Rural 
Affairs. (2022) Defra response to OEP re-
port: Taking stock: protecting, restoring and 
improving the environment in England. Link

47. Policy Exchange. (2009) Litterbugs: How to 
deal with the problem of littering. Link

https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/news/new-campaign-launched-face-littering-epidemic-parks
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20200610-why-are-parks-full-of-litter-as-lockdown-eases
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/630999/litter-strategy-for-england-2017-v2.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/interim-office-for-environmental-protection-to-be-launched
https://www.theoep.org.uk/sites/default/files/reports-files/Taking%20stock%20protecting%20restoring%20and%20improving%20the%20environment%20in%20England.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1092436/defra-response-oep-report-july-2022.pdf
https://policyexchange.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/litterbugs-mar-09.pdf
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by Government until 2017 with the launch of the Litter Strategy. The 
Litter Strategy recognised Litterbugs’ central argument and supported some 
of the report’s original policy recommendations, such as a Deposit Return 
Scheme (DRS). Commendably, the Litter Strategy was the first ever national 
approach that addressed the UK’s litter problem. Litter, especially clearing 
it off our streets, has always been a devolved responsibility and delegated 
to local authorities. The strategy was welcomed because reducing littering 
and its cost to local authorities requires central Government support and a 
national effort to bring about societal and behavioural change. However, 
as demonstrated in the table below, comparing Litterbug’s original policy 
recommendations and progress since its publication 13 years ago 
highlights that more work is required to minimise litter and solve the UK 
litter problem. 

Litterbugs Policy Recommendations Developments since 2009

1. The re-establishment and reform 
of ENCAMS as the national body 
responsible for coordinating anti-
littering initiatives, campaigns, and 
programmes.

•	 ENCAMS is unable to fulfil such a 
role because its funding base is too 
small.

	 The charity ENCAMS changed its name 
back to Keep Britain Tidy in 2009 and 
expanded. In 2011 it merged with 
Charity Waste Watch. 

	Keep Britain Tidy has become the pre-
eminent charity in campaigning and 
producing research in the battle against 
litter. 

	 In 2020/21 the charity received £1.7m 
from local authorities to provide 
advice and campaign material. It also 
received £0.1m in grants from central 
Government.56

2. The development of a permanent 
educational campaign with a 
consistent message to target 
littering.

	Keep Britain Tidy runs a plethora of 
campaigns and initiatives, and works 
with multiple groups in society, such as 
schools in the ‘Great Big School Clean’. 57

	 Some campaigns take place on an 
annual basis, such as the ‘Great British 
Spring Clean’, however there is no 
permanent campaign that happens 
throughout the year.

3. The provision of bins and ashtrays 
in strategic sites.

	 ‘Binfrastructure’ featured as a key 
element in the Government’s Litter 
Strategy in 2017. The Government 
enlisted the help of WRAP to produce 
guidance for local authorities.58

	 There existed a capital grant for the 
purchase of litter bins open to local 
authorities but this saw low take-up.

	 Some tobacco companies provide free 
‘portable ashtrays’.59 

48. Keep Britain Tidy. (2021) Annual Report and 
Financial Statements for the year ended 31st 
March 2021. Link

49. Keep Britain Tidy. Great British Spring Clean. 
Link

50. WRAP. (2020) Binfrastructure’ – The right 
bin in the right place. Link

51. UK Parliament. (2015) Communities and Lo-
cal Government Committee, oral evidence 
6th January 2015. Link

https://register-of-charities.charitycommission.gov.uk/charity-search?p_p_id=uk_gov_ccew_onereg_charitydetails_web_portlet_CharityDetailsPortlet&p_p_lifecycle=2&p_p_state=maximized&p_p_mode=view&p_p_resource_id=%2Faccounts-resource&p_p_cacheability=cacheLevelPage&_uk_gov_ccew_onereg_charitydetails_web_portlet_CharityDetailsPortlet_objectiveId=A11451967&_uk_gov_ccew_onereg_charitydetails_web_portlet_CharityDetailsPortlet_priv_r_p_mvcRenderCommandName=%2Faccounts-and-annual-returns&_uk_gov_ccew_onereg_charitydetails_web_portlet_CharityDetailsPortlet_priv_r_p_organisationNumber=3941544
https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/get-involved/support-our-campaigns/great-british-spring-clean
https://wrap.org.uk/resources/report/binfrastructure-right-bin-right-place
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/communities-and-local-government-committee/litter/oral/17273.html
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4. The introduction of a national 
deposit scheme.

	 In March 2021 a consultation on a DRS 
closed and DEFRA is yet to publish its 
response.

	 The Welsh Government concluded a 
pilot scheme and aims to implement 
DRS by 2024.

	 The Scottish Government has delayed 
its DRS citing a decision by the UK 
Government not to cancel VAT within 
the scheme.60

5. Taking account of litter and littering 
behaviour in the design of our 
public spaces.

	 The National Design Guide only 
mentions bin stores that should “not be 
visible from the street” and refuse bins 
used for rubbish collection.61

	 There is no provision or guidance for 
the strategic location of public bins 
and littering behaviour within national 
design codes.

6. Greater consistency in the 
application of penalties for littering 
across local authorities.

	 Some campaign groups are calling for 
fines to increase from £150 to £1,000. 

	A FOI by Clean Up Britain showed 56% 
of councils issue less than one fine a 
week. 62

7. The creation of a new 
Environmental Advisory service 
to promote effective knowledge 
sharing about littering.

	No such service exists that has a specific 
remit for the UK’s litter problem. Keep 
Britain Tidy is one of the pre-eminent 
charities within the sector and partially 
resembles this recommendation. 

Key to table above
Policy implemented

Partially implemented/further work required

Outstanding

Like Litterbugs, the Government’s Litter Strategy acknowledged that Britain 
suffers from too much litter, causing environmental, aesthetic, and safety 
problems. It forms part of the Government’s 25 Year Environment Plan 
launched in 2018 that aspires toward a “a cleaner, greener country for us all.”63 To 
this end, the UK Litter Strategy proposed a three-pronged approach.

• Education and awareness: educating youth not to litter and 
encouraging businesses to run their own anti littering campaigns. 

• Improving enforcement: tightening enforcement measures 
against littering by raising fixed penalties and giving councils new 
powers to local authorities to tackle it themselves. 

• Better cleaning and litter infrastructure: working with 
producers to improve the provision and ease of waste disposal and 
researching improved packaging design. 

A new metric was also proposed to ensure the Government achieves its 
goals with the development of a ‘dashboard’ aimed at presenting a “richer 
picture of litter and its impacts… and potentially also covering tackling litter, perceptions, and 
enforcement.”64 The dashboard never materialised but the Government did 
provide annual progress reports on the 36 commitments in the original 

52. The Herald. (2021) UK Government ‘profit-
ing’ from Scotland’s deposit return scheme 
amid VAT row. Link

53. HM Government. (2021) National Design 
Guide. Link

54. Clean Up Britain. (2020) Don’t Trash Our Fu-
ture. Link

55. HM Government. (2018) A Green Future: 
Our 25 Year Plan to Improve the Environ-
ment. Link

56. Ibid, p.18 

https://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/19958878.uk-government-profiting-scotlands-deposit-return-scheme-amid-vat-row/
https://cleanupbritain.org/major-national-campaign-launched-today-with-britains-largest-media-group/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/693158/25-year-environment-plan.pdf
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strategy document. Progress reports were published in the first three years 
of the Litter Strategy. Recognising the impact of COVID-19, however, the 
2019-2020, 2020-21 and 2021-21 reports were not published annually 
but amalgamated in one report earlier this year. The Government also 
stated: “We will therefore reflect on whether the commitments need refreshing … this [the 
progress report] will therefore be the last annual report that sets out progress against the litter 
strategy in its current form.”65 

The outcomes of the 36 commitments varied. Many are ongoing 
commitments. Few have been completed or recently superseded by 
other commitments. Progress, therefore, since the Government’s Litter 
Strategy has been largely unsuccessful and patchy. Moreover, the last Local 
Environmental Quality Survey of England, carried out by Keep Britain 
Tidy, was last published for the year 2019/20 and only was seven pages 
long. It contrasts to previous surveys that were more comprehensive, such 
as the 2014/15 year which explored litter’s correlation with affluent and 
deprived areas.66 As a result, it is difficult to discern the extent of the UK’s 
litter problem. 

Solving this problem involves resurrecting and revitalising existing 
policies as well as some completely new ideas. 

Littering in Singapore 
Singapore is renowned for being Asia’s greenest and cleanest metropolis. 
Three years after its independence, Singapore’s ‘founding father’ and first 
Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew, launched the Keep Singapore Clean in 1968. 
For over five decades the Singaporean government has campaigned and 
legislated against littering persuading its citizens to keep the sovereign city-
state clean. Those who reside in Singapore are thus not unfamiliar but highly 
socialised with regular cleanliness campaigns and the prohibition of heavily 
littered items. For instance, in 1983 the Government launched the Keep the 
Toilet Clean Campaign. In 1992 the importing and sale of chewing gum was 
banned. Moreover, rubbish trucks are perfumed as a testament to Singapore’s 
admirable enthusiasm toward hygiene. 

There is also a clear public health dimension to tackling litter in Singapore, 
particularly given its tropical climate. High temperatures and humidity create 
the ideal conditions for rodents, flies, and cockroaches to breed. In Singapore, 
it is recognised that if left on the streets for long periods of time uncollected, 
household and business rubbish presents a risk to public health. In Lee Kuan 
Yew’s inaugural speech of the Keep Singapore Clean campaign, he stated:

“We shall establish better conditions of community living – norms 
which will make for a pleasanter, healthier and better life for all. These 
standards will keep morale high, sickness rate low, and so create the 
necessary social conditions for higher economic growth in industry 
and in tourism. This will contribute to the public good, and in the end 
to everyone’s personal benefit.”67

57. HM Government. (2022) Litter strategy for 
England: annual report (2019-2022). Link

58. Keep Britain Tidy. (2015) The Local Environ-
ment Quality Survey of England 2014/15. 
Link

59. Government of Singapore. (1968) Speech by 
the Prime Minister inaugurating the ‘Keep 
Singapore Clean’ campaign on Tuesday, 1st 
October 1968. Link 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/litter-strategy-for-england-progress-reports/litter-strategy-for-england-annual-report-2019-to-2022
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Document.aspx?Document=13381_LocalEnvironmentalQualitySurveyofEngland,2014-15.pdf
https://www.nas.gov.sg/archivesonline/data/pdfdoc/lky19681001.pdf
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Chapter Three: Existing Policies 
Revitalised and New Ideas 
Embraced

The following chapter offers a fresh assessment of existing policies as well 
as new ideas. Policies options are addressed thematically in the subsequent 
order: 

a. Fines and Enforcement 
b. Education and Campaigns 
c. Binfrastructure
d. Two Schemes: A Deposit Return Scheme and Extended Producer 

Responsibility
e. Two Heavily Littered Items: Chewing Gum and Cigarette Butts 

From this discussion and analysis, eight policy recommendations are put 
forward for the Government to reboot its strategy in the battle against litter. 
These recommendations are broadly underpinned by incentivising change 
and challenging littering behaviour, opting for less intrusive measures such 
as installing CCTV cameras in litter hotspots and emphasising personal 
responsibility. 

Fines and Enforcement
Littering is illegal in the UK. As per the Environmental Protection Act 
1990, to throw down, drop or otherwise deposit and leave litter in any 
place that is open to air, including private land, is a criminal offence. 
There is no statutory definition of what constitutes litter, but the courts 
have commonly adopted a wide definition, such as “…miscellaneous rubbish 
left lying about. Rubbish left lying about can consist of all manner of things including domestic 
household waste, commercial waste, street waste and not doubt other waste not falling within 
such description.”69 The Environmental Protection Act 1990 does specify two 
specific items, notably cigarette butts and chewing gum. If caught littering, 
an individual can be issued a Fixed Penalty Notice (FPN). Following the 
Government’s Litter Strategy, the FPN was raised from a maximum of 
£80 to £150. At present, the default is £100 and the minimum is £65. 
An individual can challenge the litter offence in court and, if prosecuted, 
a maximum penalty of £2,500 can be imposed. For fly-tipping, a more 
egregious form of littering, a person is liable to imprisonment of up to 
12 months and/or a £50,000 maximum penalty. The Environmental 

60. The Countryside Charity. (2020) Litter Law. 
Link 

https://www.cpre.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/CPRE-Litter-Law-Report.pdf
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Protection Act 1990 empowers a wide range of public officers to catch 
a litter offender. These include street scene operators, local authority 
enforcement officers, wardens, as well as police officers, who are also 
required to receive training. 

Despite fairly robust legislation and an enforcement code of practice 
published by DEFRA,70 there exists an enforcement problem as local 
authorities do not readily use their powers. Enforcement has been described 
as a ‘litter lottery’ with notable variation between local authorities issuing 
fines. Data and statistics on litter enforcement are not readily available 
or made public. As such, whilst it is difficult to discern a comprehensive 
picture, campaign groups have demonstrated that local authorities do not 
readily use their existing powers and enforce the law on litter. Of the 169 
councils that responded to a series of Freedom of Information requests 
issued by the charity Clean Up Britain, 56% were issuing less than one fine 
per week and 16% of councils were issuing no fines at all. 

On fly-tipping, however, national data is collected and published by 
DEFRA. The law makes the distinction between littering and fly-tipping, 
with the latter considerably larger by volume, such as a black bin bag or 
dump truck of rubbish. Again, however, fly-tipping trends are far from 
positive. Last year local authorities dealt with 1.13 million fly-tipping 
incidents, an increase of 16% from the previous year.71 This increase was 
met with the lowest levels of enforcement since 2014 (see Table 1).

Litter offenders simply do not think that they will get caught due to a lack 
of enforcement. Offenders rarely hear of others being caught or are rarely 
caught themselves despite littering being a criminal offence. To overcome 
this enforcement problem there needs to be greater accountability.  

One policy option advocated by campaign groups includes increasing 
the litter fine to £1,000.72 Fines address the litter problem by increasing 
the cost of wrongful disposal. Despite this, fines remain difficult to 
enforce, and the perceived low probability of being caught means that 
fines can provide a weak stimulus to change littering behaviour. Some 
studies suggest that the deterrent effect of increasing an already stringent 
punishment creates only modest improvements in behavioural change.73 
Too high a fine could even reduce enforcement, as some councils may 
be unwilling to impose a penalty they see as disproportionate, further 
compounding the enforcement problem. However, as explained below, 
there is scope for Government to triple the level of fines in the UK but not 
to the level of £1,000 which would be disproportionate. 

61. Department for Environment, Food and Ru-
ral Affairs. (2022) Effective enforcement: 
Code of practice for litter and refuse. Link

62. HM Government. (2021) ENV24 – Flying tip-
ping incidents and actions take in England. 
Link

63. Clean Up Britain. (2020) Don’t Trash Our Fu-
ture. Link

64. Andreoni, J. (1991). ‘Reasonable Doubt and the Op-
timal Magnitude of Fines: Should the Penalty Fit 
the Crime?’, The RAND Journal of Economics, 22(3), 
pp.385–395. Link

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1054015/Part_1A_-_Effective_enforcement.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/env24-fly-tipping-incidents-and-actions-taken-in-england
https://cleanupbritain.org/major-national-campaign-launched-today-with-britains-largest-media-group/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2601054
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Figure 1: Fly-tipping enforcement actions in England, 2012/13 to 
2020/21.74

Policy Recommendations
• Triple the level of fines. At present, the default level of fines for a 

littering offence does not reflect the scale of the litter problem in 
the UK and is notably smaller compared to other ‘on the spot’ fines 
or criminal acts. Tripling the level of fines significantly increases 
the deterrent effect and personal cost of a litter offence.

Following the 2017 Litter Strategy, the Government increased fines for 
littering. The maximum ‘on-the-spot’ fine local authorities can issue for 
dropping litter almost doubled from £80 to £150. The minimum fine 
increased from £50 to £65, whilst the default fine increased from £75 to 
£100. This followed a consultation which found that 87% of respondents 
favoured an increase in litter fines. There is, however, a clear need for the 
Government to increase these fines again. 

Compared to cleaner cities and countries, the current UK level of fines 
is modest. For instance, in the Canadian city of Calgary a litter fine ranges 
from C$500 to C$ 1,000 (£317 to £636).75 In Singapore a litter offence 
results in a fine between $300 to $1,000 (£184 to £614)76 and in Venice, 
a popular European honeypot, a littering offence incurs a flat fine of €350 
(£300).77 The world’s cleanest cities and countries enjoy touting their 
environmental credentials abroad and is an alluring factor for tourists. 
Cities are frequently surveyed by various publications and cleanliness is 
a prominent feature. In 2009 London was named Europe’s the dirtiest 
city in a survey conducted by the Independent,78 whereas Singapore was 
the world’s cleanest and greenest city in the 2021 Time Out Index.79 If 
the UK is to change its global reputation for littering and cleanliness, the 
Government should take its lead from the cleanest countries and increase 
the level of litter fines. 

65. Ibid 
66. The City of Calgary. Bylaws related to littering. 

Link   
67. Stanfort Academy. Singapore Laws. Link 
68. https://www.comune.venezia.it/en/content/

comportamenti-vietati
69. The Independent. (2009) London named dirt-

iest city. Link 
70. Time Out. (2021) Singapore is named one of 

the best cities in the world – and the cleanest 
and greenest. Link

https://stanfort.edu.sg/singapore-laws/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/this-britain/london-named-dirtiest-city-1678541.html
https://www.timeout.com/singapore/news/singapore-is-named-one-of-the-best-cities-in-the-world-and-the-cleanest-and-greenest-091121
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In addition, the current level of fines is again modest compared to 
other ‘on-the-spot’ fines and does not reflect the scale of the UK’s litter 
problem. At the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Government 
introduced legislation enabling police officers to issue ‘on-the-spot’ fines 
for violating restrictions. Fixed Penalty Notices ranged from £200 for 
failure to wear a mask to £10,000 for illegal raves and large gathering.80 
Whilst not a global pandemic, the UK’s litter problem has nonetheless 
been described an epidemic. Compared to offences in the Road Traffic 
Act, a driver without insurance is liable to a £300 fine, overloading or 
exceeding axle weight of a vehicle is fined between £100 to £300, and 
a driver using a using hand-held mobile phone is liable to a £200 fine.81 
Moreover, the Government recently increased the maximum penalty for 
criminal damage to a memorial, removing the consideration of monetary 
value of the criminal altogether, and increased the maximum sentence up 
to 10 years imprisonment.82 

As previously noted, some evidence suggests that a drastic increase in the 
level of fines only leads to modest behavioural change and improvements. 
The fine does, however, have a deterrent effect, especially if accompanied 
by a new information campaign (see recommendation three). Whereas a 
drastic increase to £1,000 fines is disproportionate as proposed by various 
anti-littering campaign groups, on balance the current level of fines should 
triple for three reasons; first, to increase the deterrent effect of littering, 
secondly, resemble the level of fines in the world’s cleanest countries and 
cities, and finally, better reflect the scale of the litter problem as outlined 
throughout the report. As a result, the maximum ‘on-the-spot’ fine local 
authorities can issue for dropping litter should triple from £150 to £450; 
the minimum fine increase from £65 to £195, whilst the default fine 
increase from £100 to £300.

• Council League Table. A lack of enforcement generates a cultural 
understanding that littering, whilst frowned upon, is trivial – 
despite being a criminal offence. A league table, published as part 
of DEFRA’s ‘Litter Dashboard’, would rank local authorities on 
how actively they use their powers to tackle litter and littering 
behaviour. A league table would incentivise councils to develop 
local litter strategies, enable residents to hold councils to account, 
as well as instil a competitive spirit across regions and between 
metro-mayors. 

A league table aspires to address the inability or lack of willingness to 
catch offenders by ranking local authorities on several metrics, such as the 
cleanliness of streets, how many litter fines are being issued, whether a 
local litter strategy is in place, and how actively local authorities are using 
their powers. The public would know the performance of their respective 
council authority. If a council performs badly, local public outcry will 
incentivise change.

A league table would rely on existing resources and fall within the remit 
of both the Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (DEFRA), 

71. Joint Committee on Human Rights. (2021) 
The Government response to covid-19: fixed 
penalty notices. Link 

72. Sentencing Council. Link. 
73. Ministry of Justice. (2022) Police, Crime, 

Sentencing and Courts Act 2022 section 
50: Criminal damage to memorials, Circular 
No.2022/02. Link 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/jt5801/jtselect/jtrights/1364/1364.pdf
https://www.sentencingcouncil.org.uk/explanatory-material/magistrates-court/item/out-of-court-disposals/7-offences-for-which-penalty-notices-are-available/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/police-crime-sentencing-and-courts-act-2022-section-50-criminal-damage-to-memorials-circular-no-202202
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as well as the Department for Levelling Up, Housing & Communities 
(DLUHC). Data input would be collated by DLUHC through existing 
challenges of communication between local and central government with 
DEFRA using this information to ascertain the extent of the litter problem 
and monitor improvements or the lack thereof, thereby enabling the 
department to direct resources to the worst areas. Moreover, by making 
use of the devolved structures, a performance measure would instil 
a healthy degree of competition between regions and metro-mayors. 
Just as Policy Exchange’s Modernising the UK report recommended the UK 
Government working closely with local authorities in the rollout of full-
fibre broadband, a league table would facilitate a similar kind of dynamic. 
It would provide the relevant data and a more comprehensive picture of 
the UK’s litter problem for the UK Government to more appropriately 
direct resources and assist local areas. Metro-mayors would be able to 
compete for title of being the least littered region in the UK.

There is a risk, however, that fines become a revenue stream for local 
authorities, especially when outsourced to private enforcement companies. 
Potential revenue and profiteering should not be a motive for increased 
levels of enforcement.  Dacorum Borough Council (DBC) in Hertfordshire 
recently approved the decision to enlist the help of a private enforcement 
company that “…could generate an annual revenue of £216,330”, 
providing “…a predicted annual revenue to DBC of £10,816.”83 Defra’s 
2019 guidance warns against this issue and states “…in no circumstance 
should enforcement be considered a means to raise revenue… private firms 
should be able to receive greater revenue or profits just from increasing. 
The volume of penalties”.84 Together with other instances, the evidence 
above suggests some local authorities contravene Defra’s guidance.85 If the 
Government pursues an Enforcement League Table, elements of Defra’s 
guidance should become statute to ensure the policy is fit for purpose and 
serves to exclusively to reduce littering. 

• A National Litter Awareness Course. Just like the National Speed 
Awareness Course that teaches the dangers of speeding and 
dangerous driving, a litter awareness course offers a chance to re-
educate and change behaviour as an alternative to prosecution and 
fines. It would directly target the worst offenders.  

The North Report in the late 1980s first proposed the idea of a driver’s 
re-education course as an alternative to prosecution. The report stated, 
“it must be in the public interest to rectify a fault rather than punish the transgressor… 
the retraining of traffic offenders may lead to an improvement in their driving, particularly 
if their training is angled toward their failings.”86 The idea of rectifying driving 
behaviour rather than prosecuting gained traction in the 1990s and is 
now adopted by 41 of the 43 police forces in England and Wales. A recent 
evaluation suggests that participation in driving awareness courses has 
a direct causal effect on reducing reoffending.87 This demonstrates the 
policy purchase of re-educating those who commit an offence rather than 
putting added pressure on the judicial system to prosecute and convict the 

74. Dacorum Borough Council. (2022) PH-002-
21 Littering and PSPO Enforcement. Link

75. DEFRA. (2019) Effective enforcement Code 
of practice for litter and refuse’. Link

76. Manifesto to Club. (2022) ‘The Corruption of 
Punishment 2022.’ Link 

77. NADIP. Driver Improvement Scheme – Histo-
ry and Background. Link

78. Ipsos. (2018) Impact Evaluation of the Na-
tional Speed Awareness Course. Link

https://democracy.dacorum.gov.uk/ieDecisionDetails.aspx?ID=1379
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1054015/Part_1A_-_Effective_enforcement.pdf
https://manifestoclub.info/the-corruption-of-punishment-2022-report/
https://www.driver-improvement.co.uk/index.php/home/driver-improvement-scheme/ndis-history-and-background/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/706208/national-speed-awareness-course-evaluation.pdf
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worst offenders. 
Given the wealth of campaign literature, anti-littering charities are well 

positioned to provide this service. Moreover, the tripling of litter fines (as 
per the first recommendation) creates a greater incentive for individuals 
to opt for a cheaper litter awareness course. As a proxy, police forces 
across the UK charge between £80 to £120 for speed awareness courses 
as an alternative to a higher fine and points on a driver’s licence. If a litter 
awareness course bears a similar cost of £80 to £120, the worst litter 
offenders will choose the course provided by anti-littering charities rather 
than a more costly default fine of £300.  

Education and Campaigns
While awareness and interest in environmental issues has never been 
stronger, there is a danger that too great a focus on activism and climate 
change distracts from individual responsibility and what a person can do 
to limit their impact in immediate environments. For instance, Nickie 
Aiken MP for Cities of London and Westminster, revealed that 120 tonnes 
of rubbish had been littered across her constituency following Extinction 
Rebellion protest in the capital in October 2019.88 Westminster City 
Council spent an extra £50,000 to clear up the rubbish. More recently, the 
activist campaign group, Just Stop Oil, issued an apology for leaving plastic 
rubbish near a protest site on a farm where 50 activists were arrested after 
preventing oil tankers entering a terminal nearby. Warwickshire farmer, 
Charles Goadby, took to twitter to express his grievance, highlighting the 
hypocrisy of the eco-activists.89 

Neglected in this flavour of activism, and perhaps environmentalism 
more broadly, is an emphasis on individual responsibility and what a 
person can do to limit their immediate environmental impact, such as 
properly disposing litter. In the National Curriculum there is a statutory 
requirement for Year 4 pupils to be taught to “recognise that environments can 
change and that this can sometimes pose danger to living things” and “the positive effect 
of nature reserves, ecologically planned parks, or garden ponds, and the negative effects of 
population and development, litter or deforestation”.90 Whilst taught at a young age, an 
examination into youth culture and litter argued that littering behaviour is 
strongly entrenched in teenagers.91 This demonstrates the need for a more 
permanent campaign across all school years that targets not just children 
but also teenagers. 

There are, however, some noteworthy examples of school initiatives that 
focus on littering. For example, Herefordshire Council in 2017 provided 
secondary schools with a litter resource pack, including lesson plans, ideas 
for school assemblies, and school litter picks.92 County Durham has an 
anti-litter mascot, ‘Tidy Ted’, who visits primary schools and nurseries.93 A 
range of organisations provide resources, such as the National Association 
for Environmental Education (NAEE),94 The Countryside Charity’s school 
litter campaign guidance,95 as well as Keep Britain Tidy’s Eco-Schools 
initiative. The usage of available resources and materials is difficult to 
discern among schools across the country. Keep Britain Tidy runs a ‘Great 

79. The Telegraph. (2021) Extinction Rebellion 
demo left 120 tons of rubbish on London’s 
streets, say council chief. Link 

80. Twitter. (2022) Charles Goadby ‘My message 
to @JustStop_Oil’. Link 

81. NAEE. (2015) The Environmental Curricu-
lum, p.24 Link

82. Keep Britain Tidy. (2007) ‘I’m just a teenage 
dirt bag, baby! Link 

83. Herefordshire Council. (2017) Secondary 
School Litter resource pack. Link 

84. County Durhah. Tidy Ted. Link 
85. National Association for Environmental Edu-

cation (UK). Link 
86. The Countryside Charity. Link 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/08/25/extinction-rebellion-demo-left-120-tonnes-rubbish-londons-streets/
https://twitter.com/thisfarmlife/status/1572289942591787013?s=20&t=9OYU4cplPShlhcLQLc2DjQ
https://naee.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/NAEE_The_Environmental_Curriculum.pdf
https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/sites/default/files/resources/KBT_Teenage_Dirtbag_2004.pdf
https://www.herefordshire.gov.uk/downloads/file/13400/stop_the_drop_secondary_school_litter_resource_pack.pdf
https://www.durham.gov.uk/article/2980/Tidy-Ted
https://naee.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/NAEE_The_Environmental_Curriculum.pdf
https://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/how-to-run-a-whole-school-litter-campaign/
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Big School Clean’ and is now in its seventh year. In 2020, the campaign 
reached less than 182,000 school children, 0.02% of England’s 9 million 
pupils.96

Surveying the lesson plans and curriculums of Oak National Academy, 
an organisation backed by Government created in response to the 
educational impact of COVID lockdowns, highlights an opportunity 
within curriculums. Environmentalism is a cross-curriculum subject, 
such as ecosystems in biology, or changing landscapes in Geography. 
Citizenship education, however, aims to develop the knowledge, skills 
and understanding that pupils need to play a full part in society as active 
and responsible citizens.97 Within Oak National Academy’s lesson plans 
and curriculums, there is only a cursory mention of litter and its impacts. 
Littering and challenging littering behaviour, underpinned by an emphasis 
on individual responsibility, should form a greater part of teaching within 
schools across year groups with a specific focus in Citizenship curriculums. 
More consistent engagement with anti-littering charities in an educational 
setting has the potential to change and challenge littering behaviour 
amongst the litter prone age group. 

There are also campaigns that go beyond educational settings. 
Campaigning is a popular method widely used by local authorities to 
generate local pride in public spaces and help individuals to become more 
invested in their local areas. Some local campaigns are successful. For 
example, the ‘Love Essex, Hate Litter’ campaign focuses on both education 
and enforcement to instil genuine behavioural change across the county. 
The 2016 campaign in Essex was entitled ‘Don’t toss it #BinIt’ with the 
slogan appearing across the county, ranging from bus shelters to local 
McDonalds restaurants. Its success led to an estimated overall reduction of 
41% in fast food litter and its social media output shared across 2.4 million 
accounts.98 In addition, various campaigns organisations enjoy national 
profiles leading on initiatives and driving the national conversation on 
littering, such as Keep Britain Tidy and Clean Up Britain. 

Policy Recommendations
• New campaign to make littering socially unacceptable. This 

should be channelled through existing anti-littering groups, 
which are trusted by the public. Public funding, however, has 
declined with central Government withdrawing financial support 
as part of budget cuts in 2010. Such a campaign should target the 
youth and reinforce personal responsibility – if individuals wish 
to use and enjoy public spaces, respect for these environments 
should be paramount. 

Campaigns have successfully garnered the backing of key businesses, 
widening the scope of the anti-littering message. As noted below, 
Mars Wrigley Confectionery possesses a 91% market share of the gum 
confectionery market and as a result a large majority (87%) of chewing gum 
packaging found to be littered is produced by one of its subsidiaries.99 As 

87. Keep Britain Tidy. (2021) Annual Report & 
Financial Statements for the Year Ended 31 
March 2021. Link  

88. Association for Citizenship Teaching. Link 
89. LitterBin.co.uk Link 
90. Keep Britain Tidy. (2020) Litter Composition 

Analysis. Link

https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/sites/default/files/resource/Keep%20Britain%20Tidy%20Annual%20Report%202020-21.pdf
https://www.teachingcitizenship.org.uk/mission-strategy-governance/
https://www.litterbins.co.uk/blog/love-essex-hate-litter/
https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/sites/default/files/resources/20200330%20KBT%20Litter%20Composition%20Report%20-%20FINAL.pdf
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such, the collaboration between DEFRA and Mars Wrigley Confectionery, 
on campaigns such as the Chewing Gum Task Force, are important.100 It 
suggests that campaigns are an effective, lighter touch, method to engage 
business with the littering of their own products. Furthermore, Keep 
Britain Tidy’s recent national litter pick, the ‘Great British Spring Clean’, 
made 1.15 million miles of British outdoor spaces cleaner and greener.101 
It gained the backing from businesses such as the Daily Mail, Mars Wrigley, 
Nestlé, Red Bull, KFC, McDonald’s, PepsiMAX, and Walkers. This suggests 
the propensity for business engagement through the campaign model.102

As suggested above, there is an opportunity for greater campaigning in 
educational settings that targets the most prolific littering age group. To 
achieve this, however, central Government funding should be reinstated 
for national campaign organisations, such as Keep Britain Tidy, with a 
greater emphasises on individual responsibility. Keep Britain Tidy received 
roughly £5 million from DEFRA in 2009 and £4.7m in 2010, representing 
approximately 50% of the charity’s income. Central Government funding 
was withdrawn from 2010 onwards as part of budget cuts. As figure 
11 highlights, Keep Britain Tidy’s operational budget continues to 
be squeezed and is declining. The Government missed an opportunity 
to reinstate this funding with the launch of the UK Litter Strategy in 
2017. Keep Britain Tidy has experienced a significant decline in income 
over the past 11 years despite playing an integral part in disseminating 
information and coordinating litter campaigns. The Government should 
reinstate this funding recognising the charity sector’s role in challenging 
and changing littering behaviour.  In contrast, the Scottish Government in 
2021 provided £9.2m in grant funding to Scotland’s equivalent charity, 
Keep Scotland Beautiful, representing 85% of the charity’s income.103 The 
Government cannot and should not tackle littering alone but rather work 
with campaign groups to bring about the societal change required to 
eradicate littering in the UK. 

91. DEFRA. (2021) Chewing Gum Task Force 
launched. Link

92. Keep Britain Tidy. Great British Spring Clean. 
Link

93. Ibid
94. Keep Scotland Beautiful. (2021) Annual re-

port and financial statement. Link

https://deframedia.blog.gov.uk/2021/08/31/chewing-gum-task-force-launched/
https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/get-involved/support-our-campaigns/great-british-spring-clean
https://www.oscr.org.uk/AccountsDocument/Download/308433
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Figure 2: Keep Britain Tidy’s income as a charity.104
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Binfrastructure 
The 2017 UK Litter Strategy identified the issue of bin provision, so-called 
‘binfrastructure’, as a key element to the problem of litter. The ease of 
binning rubbish properly remains an important issue due to either laziness, 
not enough bins, or bins overflowing. Research into littering behaviour 
has found that one in four litterers blame their behaviour on a lack, or 
perceived lack, of bins.105  Further research has also found that littering 
rates increased the further away an individual is from a bin.106  Innovative 
approaches to bins, however, have helped encourage user engagement. 
As outlined in the 2017 UK Litter Strategy, smart bins that, using sensors, 
inform the council when they are full can be easily introduced to create a 
more effective system of waste management in public places. The strategy 
highlighted the importance of bin placement, emphasising the role of 
bins in maintaining shared space, and discouraging littering through bin 
placement and design.

Projects such as Ballot Bins are an example of innovative binfrastructure 
policies.107 This project by the Hubbub Foundation, trialled in Edinburgh 
and London, installed double slot ‘ballot’ bins which gave the public a 
chance to vote with their rubbish. The questions which people voted on 
made people engage with bins and can even make binning litter fun. This 
trial produced promising results: in Edinburgh 90% of business owners 
and workers in the area were aware of the new bins, and in London, 
the bins reduced littering by 8%, peaking at 18%, on the trialled street, 
collecting 29% of the street’s correctly disposed-of waste.

Moreover, binfrastructure which focuses on lowering the cost of 
proper disposal can have a significant impact on littering. Research by the 
Behavioural Insights Unit demonstrated that a strategy which prioritised 
the convenience and visibility of bins had ‘outsized impacts’ on reducing 
litter.108 Certainly, some experiments with innovative, low effort 

95. Data was sourced from Keep Britain Tidy’s 
annual report and financial statements. Link

96. Keep Britain Tidy. (2004) I’m just a teenage 
dirt bag, baby! Link 

97. Clean Europe Network. (2015). Near Streets 
Impact Report. Link 

98. Ballot Bin. Link
99. Behavioural Insight Teams. (2020) Using be-

havioural insights to combat PPE litter. Link

https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/about/annual-report-and-financials
https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/sites/default/files/resources/KBT_Teenage_Dirtbag_2004.pdf
https://cleaneuropenetwork.eu/pdf/Neat-Streets_Impact-Report.pdf
https://ballotbin.co.uk/
https://www.bi.team/blogs/using-behavioral-insights-to-combat-ppe-litter/
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binfrastructure solutions have found that reducing the private ‘costs’ of 
proper disposal can reduce littering. A recent field experiment at eight 
beach resorts in the northeast coast of Italy found that ‘mobile ashtrays’ 
reduced litter by 10-12%, however social prompts did not dramatically 
increase uptake.109  

Importantly, however, making bins more available should not be 
confused with carte blanche collection. In one case where councils 
provided a free clearing service for market traders, local businesses simply 
put their business waste out at the same time, so that it would be collected 
for free.110 Nor can more bins solve every litter problem. For example, 
one survey found cigarette butts within 5 metres of a bin, and roughly 
half of all smokers stating they would not walk ‘more than 10 paces’ 
away to properly dispose of their cigarette butt; only one third stated 
they would walk further that about half of smokers would not walk more 
than 10 paces to use a bin.111 Given cigarette butts’ notable contribution 
to litter composition, better binfrastructure policies must also provide for 
smokers. 

Policy Recommendations 
• Embed the provision of bins and ashtray in strategic sites within 

design codes. The provision of bins is largely absent from designs 
codes, including the National Planning Framework. Mandating 
bins in design code enables a dialogue between local authorities 
and private developers ensuring better place making and local 
development, as well as balance the provision of bins between 
the private and public sector. It should also promote a more 
unified public realm design strategy where litter bins are discreetly 
incorporated into other elements of street furniture, such as bus 
stops, benches, and lampposts. Not only would this provide more 
opportunities for litter disposal but also encourage a cleaner, more 
streamlined visual landscape reducing litter and street clutter.   

After the publication of the 2017 Litter Strategy, the Waste & Resources 
Action Programme charity (WRAP) produced guidance for local 
authorities on the design, number and location of public litter bins and 
other items of street furniture designed to capture litter.112 The guidance 
was comprehension but only existed to inform local authorities. It did not 
go on to influence the Code of Practice on Litter and Refuse to include 
binfrastucture policies. Additionally, the provision of bins is absent from 
the National Planning Policy Framework. Together with the Code, elements 
of WRAP’s guidance should be embedded within design frameworks 
of public spaces. In doing so, responsibility for better binfrastucture 
would be extended to include private developers through the planning 
process, as well as cement the Government’s commitment to improving 
binfrastructure as a key element of the Litter Strategy. Developers, local 
authority planning officers and national planning policymakers will 
need to think strategically about the placement of bins. For instance, 

100. Economia Politica. (2021) ‘Smoke on the 
beach’ On the use of economic vs be-
havioural policies to reduce environmental 
pollution by cigarette littering. Link 

101. Keep Britain Tidy. (2018) Understanding 
and Tackling Fly-Tipping in London. Link

102. Tobacco Control. (2011) Whose butt is it? 
Tobacco industry research about smokers 
and cigarette butt waste. Link

103. WRAP. (2020) The Right Bin in the Right 
Place. Link

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40888-020-00205-5
https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/sites/default/files/resources/Understanding-and-Tackling-Fly-Tipping-in-London-Executive-Summary.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3088475/
https://wrap.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-10/WRAP-Right%20bin%20in%20the%20Right%20Place%20Final.pdf
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mandating bins at bus stops where people congregate for long periods 
of time waiting for buses in public spaces. Doing so would also prevent 
litter being deposited in buses thereby making both public transport and 
public spaces cleaner underpinned by a more unified public realm design. 
Discreetly incorporating bins into other elements of street furniture would 
therefore provide a more streamline and aesthetic visual landscape. 

• Re-run the Binfrastructure Capital Grant Fund but allocated 
by formula. The placement and provision of bins and ashtrays 
is necessary and important; however, the last round of funding 
saw low participation by local authorities. Rather than local 
authorities bid for funding, allocation by formula is more time 
effective enabling local authorities to focus on delivery, with local 
authorities needing only to demonstrate proof of installation to 
draw down funds. In conjunction with the first recommendation, 
more funding provides an opportunity for local authorities and 
regions to be proactive and compete on the Council League Table.

In addition to the WRAP guidance following the Litter Strategy, the charity 
also administered Government funding for local authorities to improve 
the provision of bins. Local authorities were offered grants ranging from 
£10,000 to £25,000. Applicant local authorities were required to produce 
or have in place local litter and/or binfrastructure strategies. Uptake, 
however, was remarkably low. Of the 333 councils in England, only 44 
authorities received grant funding.113 In total, just under £1 million of 
funding was awarded with local authorities receiving on average £22,337. 

Reasons for the lack of uptake are unclear, however, bidding for central 
Government funding can often be a costly and time consuming endeavour 
for local authorities, especially when the sums of money are small. 
Therefore, with a rebooted of the UK’s Litter Strategy, the Government 
should re-run the grant funding but administered by formula. It should 
take place one year after the implementation of a Council League Table 
to provide an opportunity for local authorities to compete and move up 
the league table. It will offer an incentive for councils to implement local 
litter and/or binfrastructure strategies that are currently absent and focus 
on delivery of better bins. Based on the previous grant funding, the below 
table outlines the approximate cost of re-running the scheme depending 
on take up rates. If there is an 80% take-up rate, re-running the Capital 
Grant Funding for better binfrastructure will only cost the Government 
approximately £5.9 million. 

Take up rate 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Cost £0.74m £1.47m £2.21m £2.95m £3.68m £4.42m £5.16m £5.90m £6.63m £7.37m

104. WRAP. (2018) Litter Binfrastructure grant. 
Link

https://archive.wrap.org.uk/content/litter-binfrastructure-grant
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Littering in Fiji
Over the past 15 years, Fiji’s litter problem has risen to the top of the political 
agenda. Littering had become commonplace, impacting Fiji’s immense natural 
beauty – causing damage to not only fragile ecosystems but also potentially 
impacting its lucrative tourism industry. The first concrete measure taken to 
tackle the problem came in the form of the 2008 Litter Act. This Act laid out 
harsh penalties for littering, mirroring those in Singapore, and made clear 
distinctions between ‘litter’ and ‘dangerous litter’ – such as glass or corrosive 
chemicals and materials. Dangerous littering can result to up to one year in 
prison for an individual. Additionally, any corporate body who engages in such 
activity on two occasions can face a fine of up to $10,000. A key innovation in 
this Act was its creation of ‘litter prevention officers’ who are entitled to enforce 
the Act at any time, and they include any police officer, land transport officer, 
public health official or public officer. They can impose instant community 
service to clean up an area. This created greater accountability and broader 
surveillance for littering with more citizens able to legally enforce the Law. In 
addition, all public vehicles and spaces were required to provide adequate 
provisions for litter. 

This Act was somewhat successful but in 2020 the Fijian Minister for the 
Environment, Mahendra Reddy, reaffirmed that litter was still the main 
contributor to environmental damage in Fiji and a major cause of flooding. 
He felt that not enough was being done to create a sustainable solution to 
the problem of litter so created a think tank named Litter Free Fiji. The think-
tank aims to address the problem of litter from the supply-side emphasising 
the importance of recycling, reusing, and reducing in the waste management 
process.

Two Schemes: Deposit Return and Extended Producer 
Responsibility 

Several decades ago, Deposit Return Schemes were largely used as a method 
to collect glass bottles, such as the milkman delivering and collecting 
bottles to be re-use for customers. The shift to plastic, however, led to the 
demise of privately run Deposit Return Scheme (DRS) with cheaper single 
use plastic packaging alternatives. 

The latest and most comprehensive statistics on plastic waste are for 
2016. The Government estimated 1.53 million tonnes of plastic waste in 
the UK, a 24% increase from 2010.114 However, this figure and the scale 
of the plastic problem is contested. A World Wide Fund for Nature report 
published in 2018 estimated 5.2 million tonnes of plastic waste, forecasting 
an increase to 6.3 million tonnes by 2030. The largest source of plastic 
waste (67%) comes from packing. Comparatively, the UK ranked the 5th 
highest in the European Union for the consumption of single use plastics. 
In response to the plastic problem, and specifically littering, there are two 
schemes to in the UK to deliver on the Government’s commitment to 
prevent all avoidable plastic waste by the end of 2042: a DRS and Extended 
Producer Responsibility (EPR).115 Since these announcements and the 
passing of the Environment Act 2021, several consultations have taken 
place and the original deadline of implementing DRS has been pushed 
back. 

The Government carried out an initial consultation on DRS in 2019 and 

105. Department for Environment, Food & Rural 
Affairs. (2022) ENV23 – UK statistics on 
waste. Link

106. DEFRA. (2021) Next steps to tackle plastic 
waste. Link

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/env23-uk-waste-data-and-management
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/next-steps-to-tackle-plastic-waste
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is yet to respond to a second consultation from 2021. As claimed by the 
Government, DRS would help reach its target of collecting 77% of plastic 
bottles by 2025.116 In 2019, most consultation respondees wanted the 
scheme to cover all of the potential options laid out by Government and 
not just plastic bottles, including polyethylene terephthalate (PET) and 
High-Density polyethylene (HDPE) plastic bottles, steel and aluminium 
cans, as well as glass bottles.117 At present, the Government is committed 
to begin implementing DRS in 2024, six years after the plans were first 
announced. Given that the Government is yet to respond to the second 
consultation on DRS, there exists a window of opportunity to a ensure 
comprehensive and robust version of the scheme is implemented.  

There is strong evidence from other countries that DRS schemes work. 
DRS is not an entirely new and untested policy. Countries that run a DRS 
scheme tend to see more than 90% of plastic bottles recovered.118 Schemes 
have been successfully introduced in Canada, Germany, Sweden and 
some US states. Notably, the DRS scheme in the US state of Michigan is 
responsible for recycling rates of 97% between 1990 and 2008.119 Tourists 
in Germany regularly remark on how even when people litter, homeless 
individuals collect bottles, and in turn, recoup the return from depositing 
bottles. Because DRS does not rely on catching someone in the act of 
littering, it can create broader incentives towards tidiness. DRS therefore 
has the capacity to dramatically increase recycling in Britain. According to 
recent evidence, DRS in Britain could deliver local authorities a net savings 
of between £35 and £56 million across England and Wales, and annual 
saving of £4.6 million to local authorities in Scotland.120  

Beyond DRS and the Government’s Extended Producer Responsibility 
scheme, plastics and packaging will continue to pollute and litter the 
environment and public spaces. Whilst Extended Producer Responsibility 
passes on costs to the producer that, at present, largely falls to the taxpayer, 
there remains an important question about what companies, producers and 
manufacturers can do to increase their sustainable, especially packaging, 
credentials. Increasing, supermarkets are adapting to meet this challenge, 
as mentioned further bellow.

Policy Recommendations
• Large scale pilot of a digitised Deposit Return Scheme. A 

digitised component of the Deposit Return Scheme (DRS) would 
make use of existing bin infrastructure and collection points, as 
well as accommodate for future technological innovation, such as 
‘smart’ on-the-go bins that can be retrofitted. It is an app-based 
approach and an alternative to installing Reverse Vending Machines 
across the country. Digital DRS presents various challenges as an 
emerging technology. As such, a large-scale trial should take place 
given the technology’s significant cost saving potential  

The Government is currently considering several DRS options. An ‘all-in’ 
option which includes plastic, steel, aluminium, and glass drinks bottles 

107.  HM Government. (2019) Introducing a Deposit 
Return Scheme (DRS) in England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland: Executive summary and next 
steps. Link

108. Ibid 
109. Keep Britain Tidy. (2020) The Need for a De-

posit Return Scheme and Extended Produc-
er Responsibility. Link

110. Thornton, Ellen. (2017) Global Deposit Re-
turn Schemes. Link

111. Eunomia. (2017) Impacts of a Deposit Re-
fund System on Local Authority Waste Ser-
vices. Link

https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/news/need-deposit-return-scheme-and-extended-producer-responsibility
https://www.loraxcompliance.com/blog/env/2017/09/27/Global_deposit_return_schemes.html
https://www.eunomia.co.uk/reports-tools/impacts-of-a-deposit-refund-system-for-one-way-beverage-packaging-on-local-authority-waste-services/
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with a maximum size of 3 litres. Second, an ‘on-the-go’ option which 
covers the same material with a maximum of 750ml, and thirdly, a ‘no-
glass’ option. Reverse Vending Machines (RVMs) are the main method 
of take-back which are primarily installed in supermarkets, together with 
some manual take-back points. As per the Government’s consultation 
document, it aspires to reduce littering and the costs associated with 
clearing up litter.121 The Deposit Management Organisation would be 
responsible for setting up and running the DRS, including the transporting, 
sorting, and selling of collected materials.  

There exists, however, an emerging technology enabling the 
digitalisation of DRS. A digital DRS relies on the use of printed codes on 
packaging and bins that can be scanned via an app to redeem the deposit. 
This system works with ‘on-the-go’ bins and regular kerbside recycling 
systems, thereby establishing a more integrated litter and waste economy. 
A digital DRS system that is integrated with ‘on-the-go’ bins could help 
to incentivise litterers to bin their waste, reducing the need for intrusive 
enforcement measures. Digital DRS has been proposed by The Digital DRS 
Industry Working Group (IWG). IWG’s economic impact assessment 
claims an ‘all in’ digital DRS would reduce implementation costs by 
£3.3 billion over the first 11 years compared to an ‘all-in’ non-digitised 
DRS system that relies on RVMs. The below table further articulates the 
potential cost benefit of digitising DRS. 

Table 2: Costing of Digital DRS compared to other options being 
considered by Government.122

Digital 
DRS

‘All-in’ RVM-
DRS

‘On-the-go’ 
RVM-DRS

‘No Glass’ RVM-
DRS

Net Present 
Value £8.8bn £5.8bn £0.2bn £3.5bn

Total Cost £3bn £6.3bn £3.5bn £5.4bn
Benefit-to-
Cost Ratio 3.9 1.9 1.0 1.65

Digital DRS also offers a more flexible and scalable model. It could be easily 
adapted to changes in policy and technology in the future. Conversely, 
RVM-DRS ‘locks-in’ large capital investment and does not provide much 
space for future innovation. Despite fears that some sections of society 
would be left behind, this technology will not leave out those without 
access to necessary technology such as a smart phone. For instance, digital 
DRS can still be used alongside a scaled back implementation of RVMs. 
Secondly, ONS data shows that 84% of the British population possess a 
smartphone for private use, and it is plausible that many of those who do 
not have a smartphone live or know of a person with a smart phone.123 
Moreover, research by Queen’s University Belfast found that 70.54% of 
respondents either ‘strongly agreed’ or ‘agreed’ with the statement: “I 
would prefer to recycle my plastic waste at home rather than take it to 
a RVM at a central point”, and 88.49% of respondents either ‘strongly 

112. DEFRA. (2021) Introducing a Deposit Re-
turn Scheme on beverage containers. Link 

113. Circular. (2021) Report: ‘Digital’ DRS could 
achieve policy objectives at ‘significantly 
lower cost’. Link

114. Office for National Statistics. (2020) Inter-
net access - households and individuals. Link

https://consult.defra.gov.uk/environment/consultation-on-introducing-a-drs/supporting_documents/Impact%20Assessment.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/householdcharacteristics/homeinternetandsocialmediausage/datasets/internetaccesshouseholdsandindividualsreferencetables
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agreed’ or ‘agreed’ with the statement: “I have no difficulty downloading 
an app to my phone and using it”.124 Evidently, there is an ability and 
mandate to use more advanced technology to incentivise the appropriate 
binning of waste.

Digital DRS, however, does have its own challenges as an emerging 
technology. These varying from regulating and the business disruption 
of serialisation codes on bottles, consumer vulnerability when monetary 
value is attached to a serialisation code and not the physical bottle, as 
well as the risk of lower material quality that is deposited via kerbside 
bins. Despite being expensive and somewhat inconvenient, RVMs provide 
a high quality of recyclable material. Lower quality refuse is more difficult 
to sell on, threatening the financial integrity of DRS altogether. Digital DRS 
would be counterproductive if it is too difficult to use or prone to errors. 
Maximising ease of use will ensure potential litterers remain incentivised 
to bin waste. Addressing these challenges will require greater knowledge 
and research. 

At present, there have only been three small-scale trials of the certain 
elements of digital DRS concept.125 In Conway, Wales, a four-week trial, 
involving 264 households, tested plastic water bottles with ‘polytag 
unique codes’ which led to 97% of participants scanning at least one bottle 
before depositing in a kerbside bin. In Whitehead, Northern Ireland, two 
thousand households were involved in a trial with dedicated labels and a 
mobile app for kerbside collection. Of the total 4,160 items, plastic milk 
bottles were the most recycled item (51%) following by glass bottle (9%) 
and cans (8%). These results are largely promising despite being entirely 
voluntary and on a small scale. As such, a broader, more comprehensive 
trial, piloting all elements of the digital DRS concept should take place in 
the UK with the possibility of rolling out DRS with a digital component 
given the technologies cost saving potential. 

Including a digitised component of DRS would also allow for cheaper 
implementation of ‘smart’ on-the-go bins, thereby improving the 
UK’s binfrastructure. The current issue with smart bins is that they are 
expensive and can cost around £4,500 per unit with an operational cost 
of about £675 per year.126 Like RVMs, they rely on a connection to a 
power source creating added installation costs. By opting for a digital DRS 
component, however, the Government would be able to add new and 
innovative solutions to existing binfrastructure. For example, as pictured 
below, the RecySmart system produced by Recircula Solutions can be 
retrofitted onto existing waste containers. It is battery and solar powered, 
contains a barcode reader, and can pair with a smartphone via Bluetooth. 
This system costs £460 per unit with an operational cost of £75 and life 
span of 4-6 years.  This is another example of the opportunity for further 
innovation afford by opting for digital DRS. It attests to the flexibility and 
low infrastructure investment needed to implement digital DRS, rather 
than the Government’s proposed RVM-DRS. Although the premium option 
might require more of an upfront cost now, it would facilitate further 
innovation in waste management in the future potentially recouping the 

115. Bryson Recycling. (2021) DDRS Impact As-
sessment. Link

116. Reloop. (2022) Digital Deposit Return Sys-
tems: What You Need to Know. Link 

117. Bryson Recycling. (2021) Digital Deposit Re-
turn Scheme. Link

https://www.brysonrecycling.org/downloads/DDRS_Impact_Assessment.pdf
https://www.reloopplatform.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/DDRSthefacts_Jan2022_hq.pdf
https://www.brysonrecycling.org/downloads/DDRS_Impact_Assessment.pdf
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initial capital investment -– and the advantage of a large-scale pilot is that 
it would allow the cost-benefit to be properly assessed.

• Explore and reward sustainable change. Private sector 
innovation will play an essential role in reducing waste and litter. 
Companies that explore and implement policies and/or changes to 
manufacturing, production and packaging processes that result in 
large scale reductions in waste must be rewarded. The Government 
should ask and consult businesses that sell consumer goods what 
rewards work best to drive innovative sustainable change. 

An Aldi in Cumbria trialled a zero-waste package free refill station of 
basmati rice, brown rice, penne pasta and wholewheat fusilli. Lidl recently 
began replacing all single-use fruit and vegetable bags with compostable 
alternatives. These are just three examples of environmentally sustainable 
and litter reducing innovations that are changing the supermarket industry. 
As mentioned below, Nuud produces biodegradable chewing gum. These 
innovations allude to the private sector’s role in reducing waste, packaging 
and ultimately items that can littered or improperly disposed. 

Where innovation occurs, be it a new sustainable alternative, a 
change of practice and/or production process, private sector businesses 
should be commended. Reward should be given to those companies 
whose innovation has a large-scale impact on reducing waste, especially 
companies that produce consumer goods. The Government should consult 
the consumer goods sector on a rewards scheme that is worthwhile, 
valued by business and incentivises greater sustainable innovation and 
change. As a result, competitor companies, producers and manufacturers 
who aspire toward and value public recognition will be confronted by 
the question of what they can do to improve their environmental and 
sustainable credentials. Now, more than ever, the consumer and society 
more broadly, care about the environment and value sustainable practice. 
Litter and waste reduction are pivotal in realising this agenda. Better brand 
recognition and commending sustainable change fosters a more conduce 
yet competitive business environment with companies seeking to outdo 
their competitors’ environmental credentials.

Butts and Gum: Two Heavily Littered Items 
Measured by litter volume, chewing gum and cigarette filters comprise 
only a small percent of littered mass in the UK. Measured by item, however, 
they are two heavily littered items that dirty streets and pavements across 
the UK. For instance, cigarette butts make up 66% of littered items but 
only 0.2% of overall litter volume. Both cigarette butts and chewing gum 
are small, relatively inconspicuous items. To improperly dispose of and 
litter, there is less stigma attached compared to larger items, such as fast-
food takeaway packaging, and more readily consumed ‘on the go’. In 
particular, littered chewing gum leaves a near permanent mark as 87% 
of sites surveyed by Keep Britain Tidy were found to have chewing gum 
straining.127 Targeting these two items will visibly transform the litter 

118. HM Government. (2021) Chewing Gum Task 
Force to clean up our high streets. Link

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/chewing-gum-task-force-to-clean-up-our-high-streets


38      |      policyexchange.org.uk

 

Litterbugs 2.0

problem in the UK. 
For chewing gum, there exists a public perception problem; it is not 

thought of as a single-use plastic product, but rather as a confectionary 
food item. Food psychologist, Dr Christy Fergusson, found that 80% of 
consumers had no idea of the ingredients of gum and 85% were unaware 
that chewing gum overwhelmingly contains plastic.128 It is estimated that 
100,000 tons of chewing gum is consumed every year. Some councils 
specifically address the issue of gum staining, but the large majority of 
those surveyed state it is not a priority in dealing with litter and only 
sparingly clean streets.129 Once washed, however, partly broken-down 
gum enters drains, watercourses, and eventually our oceans. Like other 
synthetic items, it contributes to the microplastic problem and is ingested 
by wildlife becoming part of the human food chain. The plastic content 
of chewing gum is equal to that of a drinking straw: synthetic polymers 
account for 60% of ingredients, in addition to paraffin wax, latexes and 
stearic acid.130 

Since the end of WW2, the prevalence of plastics in everyday items 
drastically increased, including cigarettes. Together with greater 
automation, cigarette manufacturers switched the from using cotton and 
wool to synthetic materials in cigarette filters, such as cellulose acetates. 
These ingredients again do not biodegrade. Filters remain littered on 
streets for years if not cleaned up. They will not entirely decompose 
and break down into small pieces in the presence of ultra-violate light. 
Photodegradation is a process that takes between ten to fifteen years. Filters 
are also especially toxic resulting in not just physical pollution but also 
chemical pollution. When littered, the used synthetic filer, ash, remnant 
tobacco, microfibres and leachate all enter the environment. Its effects are 
both lethal, leading to increased mortality, and sublethal, affecting growth, 
reproduction, and behaviour, for a wide range of species in aquatic and 
terrestrial environments. In the UK, 13.5% of adults smoke and produce 
approximately 122 tons of cigarette butts and cigarette related litter every 
day.131 132

One contributing factor to cigarette butts being litter on UK streets 
was the 2007 ban on smoking inside public buildings. Smokers now 
smoke in previously unoccupied outdoor spaces, changing the social 
dynamic and environmental quality of public spaces outside buildings, 
office blocks, pubs, restaurants, stadiums, and shopping centres. One 
policy response by local authorities and businesses saw the proliferation 
of wall-mount ashtrays and smoking shelters. However, the cigarette butt 
problem remains and pertains to both a lack of awareness and poorly 
designed public spaces. Keep Britain Tidy’s ‘Bin the Butt’ campaign was 
premised on research that highlighted a lack of awareness among smokers 
that littering cigarette butts was illegal and environmentally damaging. 
Cigarette butts are not fully biodegradable and especially toxic to the 
marine environment. Simply installing wall-mount ashtrays and smoking 
shelters proved an inadequate policy solution. 

There have been various initiatives led by Government to deal with 
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these two heavily littered items. Most recently, the Chewing Gum Task 
Force announced a grant scheme of up to £70,000 for 40 councils to 
specifically address gum stains on streets. In partnership with major 
chewing gum manufacturers. In September 2020, the Government also 
held a roundtable on smoking related litter expressing its disappointment 
at the tobacco industry’s failure to address the issue and take part in a 
voluntary producer responsibility scheme. It concluded with a warning 
of a potential regulated EPR scheme specifically for cigarette butts. There 
exists, however, policy options that will not only address the knock-on 
effect of littering these items, but rather the route cause, non-biodegradable 
ingredients. 

Policy Recommendation 
• Zero-rate VAT on biodegradable gum. For heavily littered items 

that dirty streets and pavements, the Government should support 
the business case for biodegradable alternative, especially in the 
case of chewing gum and cigarette butts. Alternative biodegradable 
chewing gum products are roughly three times more expensive 
than single use plastic chewing gum. As such, the Government 
should introduce a zero-rate VAT on biodegradable plant-based 
chewing gum. 

Plastic chewing gum sales are falling in the UK. In 2021 traditional 
gum sales fell in the UK by 7% from £319m to £296m, and 11% in the 
previous year.133 This trend is positive. The Government, however, should 
help further this trend by supporting the business case for biodegradable 
chewing gum products. Biodegradable alternatives do exist in the UK 
but as mentioned above, there is a public perception problem. The 
environmental merits of biodegradable alternatives are not widely known 
to the consumer who are already unaware of the plastic ingredients of 
exiting chewing gum products. These alternatives are plant based and use 
sapodilla tree sap as the base ingredient. Like the production of Maple 
Syrup, a small incision is made in a tree’s bark thereby protecting both the 
tree’s life and natural ecosystem as it does not require the felling of trees. 
Biodegradable alternatives have markedly shorter life cycles and break 
down over the course of six months.

Government support should incentivise change and consumer 
behaviour by zero-rating biodegradable gum. At present, a pack of nine 
pieces of Nuud Plastic Free Peppermint Gum is priced at £1.50, whereas a 
pack of 10 pieces of Extra Peppermint Gum costs 60p.134 To achieve greater 
price parity, there should be a zero-rate VAT on biodegradable chewing 
gum alternatives. Like most plastic products that are environmentally 
unfriendly, non-biodegradable gum is cheaper as the consumer pays a 
premium for environmentally friendly biodegradable products. A zero-
rated VAT would help mitigate some of this premium and is already in 
place for other plant-based alternative foods and drinks such as various 
milks, including oat, pea, and almond. It would enable the everyday 

124. The Times. (2021) Nuud gum success leave 
Dragons’ Den judges chewing their words. 
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125. Waitrose. Link
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shopper to make a choice based on sustainability rather than price. 
• Ban synthetic cigarette filters. Synthetic cigarette filters do not 

biodegrade and can last up to fifteen years in the environment. 
The Government should ban synthetic filters, requiring cigarette 
manufacturers to switch back to pre-WW2 methods of using 
cotton and wool. 

Synthetic filters hit the market in the early 1950s and were marketed 
by the tobacco industry as a safer alternative due to cellulose acetate’s 
absorbing abilities, especially tar that was linked to the lung cancer 
epidemic.135 As noted by medical professionals at the London School 
of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, this has proved to be a myth as there 
are no health benefits of synthetic filters. Additionally, the specific and 
seismic contribution of cigarette butts to the world’s litter problem has 
been successfully omitted from international discussions, and indeed 
treaties, such as the World Health Organisation’s Framework Convention 
on Tobacco Control. Notably, single use synthetic cigarette filters were 
not included in the European Union’s 2021 ban on many other single-use 
plastic products, such as cutlery, plates, straws. This has been described as 
“a missed opportunity”.136

Just like innovations within the chewing gum market, environmentally 
friendly alternative filters do exist; it is perhaps less an innovation and 
more a return to pre-war methods of cigarette filter manufacturing. The 
US company, Greenbutt, manufactures biodegradable cigarette filters, 
using a blend of natural materials including flax, hemp, and cotton. 
The inventor behind Greenbutt claims to have spoken to all the major 
tobacco manufacturers who resistant to the company’s product. Given the 
old methods of manufacturing and existing alternative, the Government 
should be world leading in banning synthetic filters. One danger in 
opting for this policy solution is the Government being seen to endorse 
smoking behaviour as a new environmental fad. Crucially, however, the 
Government is committed to a ‘smokefree generation by 2030’, which 
is defined as a smoking prevalence of below 5% across society. 137  A ban 
would accelerate delivery on this commitment by making the sale of 
existing cigarette products illegal.   

Such a ban is set to take place in the US state of California. With the aim 
of benefiting the environment and public health, California’s Assembly 
Bill 1690 will ban synthetic cigarette filters together with other products, 
such as e-cigarettes and vapes. Assembly member, Luz Rivas, introduced 
the bill stating “For more than half a century, tobacco filters have caused a public and 
environmental health crisis that found renewed vigor in recent years… Our planet is at a 
critical tipping point – cigarette filters destroy our environment unlike any other discarded 
waste…”.138 The ban would enable prosecutors to levy a fine of $500 per 
violation, defined as the sale of one to twenty possible items. The Bill 
cleared California’s senate in May early this year and is now with the 
Assembly Committee on Governmental Organisation. 
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Littering in Rwanda 
Now a popular eco-tourism destination, the essence of Rwanda’s 
transformation since the turn of the century is encapsulated by its capital 
city, Kigali, renowned for being Africa’s cleanest. The country was among the 
first to tighten restrictions and ban plastic within society. In 2004 the use of 
plastic was prohibited for traders and manufacturers, and later expanded to 
consumers in 2008. Accompanying the ban were continuous government led 
campaigns to educate citizens about the policy decision. An element of the 
policy’s success is a non-existent plastic lobby or business group to oppose the 
government’s strong political will to enact and enforce the ban. Thereafter, the 
Rwandan economy continued to grow with GDP per capita rising from $1,230 
in 2008 to $2,360 in 2019,139 indicating that the ban on plastic did not entail 
any severe economic impact. 

Another defining element of Rwanda’s anti-littering achievement is ‘umuganda’, 
a national holiday that takes place every last Saturday of the month. It translates 
as the “coming together in common purpose to achieve an outcome” and played a 
formative part of President Kagame’s reconstruction of Rwanda post-civil 
war. ‘Umuganda’ has become a practice and policy of community engagement 
in an attempt to reunify Rwandan society. Wide ranging community clean up 
initiatives take place on this day across the country.

130. IMF. (2022). Rwanda. Link 
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Chapter Four: Conclusion

Litter is ugly. This report has made clear the importance of tackling the 
UK’s litter problem which continues to plague our streets and degrade 
our natural environment. The COVID pandemic exacerbated the problem, 
derailing the Government’s previous attempt to tackle litter and littering 
behaviour. The 2017 Litter Strategy was welcomed and represents the first 
coordinated and national approach to littering in the UK. However, now 
that the Covid-19 pandemic is over, the time is ripe for the strategy to 
undergo a reboot. If not now, when? 13 years on from Policy Exchange’s 
original report Litterbugs which first called for a coordinated and centralised 
approach, Litterbugs 2.0 makes the same argument albeit with a fresh 
assessment of existing policies as well as proposing new ideas. 

The Government should reboot its Litter Strategy and implement the 
recommendations set out in this report. 
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