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Local Authority Case Study - Maintaining Clean Spaces 

As we know litter creates litter. The action of local authorities can have a strong influence 
on whether the ‘social norm’ of littering is compounded or, alternatively, challenged: 

‘One way social proof manifests itself is through observing the results of past behaviour. 
If there is a lot of litter on the ground it means that littering is a normal and accepted 
behaviour. Therefore, environments that are clean will nudge people to use bins, 
whereas environments that are unclean will nudge them to litter more’ 

 (Dur & Vollaard, 2013; Finnie, 1973; Geller, Witmer, & Tuso, 1977; Krauss, Freedman, & Whitcup, 1978; Reiter & Samfuel, 1980) 

What follows is a summary of challenges experienced in one home counties local 
authority when it comes to maintaining clean spaces. 

Responding to reports of litter issues from the public - challenges 

1. In the studied local authority, maintaining clean spaces and dealing with litter reports 
falls to one of a number of stakeholders: 

• One of two main waste contractors - one maintains green spaces, the other 
‘hard’ spaces such as roads and pavements 

• The county council 
• Highways England 
• Private landowners 
• Private landlords  

Identifying who is responsible for clearing litter from a particular space can be slow - 
often one contractor will visit and identify the area as another’s responsibility. Clearance 
is not then guaranteed - the local authority does often not have the resources to resolve, 
particularly to identify and motivate private landowners - see example 1. 

2. In some instances there will be disagreement between parties as to who is 
responsible for clearance, potentially resulting in no action - see example 1. 

3. Where the county council is identified as an owner it falls to the member of public 
who made the original contact to re-report the issue - see example 2. 

4. Where private landowners are responsible they first have to be identified, then 
contacted, then relied upon to clear litter or fly-tipping effectively. This is not a 
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process undertaken by the local authority. The public are required to make the extra 
effort to identify who owns the land and then notify the council - see example 3. 

5. On hard pathways flanked by green space (bushes, wooded areas etc) the contractor 
can only reach 1.3m into the green space. To clear further falls to the county council 
though, as aforementioned, there is no process to hand the job on and guarantee 
clearance is completed. 

6. At weekends footfall through towns is naturally higher, particularly in the summer. 
Whilst contractors are on hand to empty bins their route or availability means that 
often bins overfill before being visited, if visited at all. The help desk is not open on 
the weekends and the emergency number published on the local authority website 
does not deal with litter reporting (despite details on the website saying they deal 
with street cleansing and parks). Thus the public has no way of requesting bins are 
emptied on the busiest days of the week.  

At this local authority there is increasing focus on the public taking their litter home 
when bins are not available, or full.  

Various feedback and justifications given by respondents across numerous litter 
research studies strongly suggest it is unrealistic to expect the vast majority of 
individuals to take their litter home: 

‘If littering has so many negative consequences, why do people do it in the first place? 
The decision to litter is a classic commons dilemma. The first key feature of a commons 
dilemma is that there is a shared resource, such as a park or streets, which people can 
choose to maintain, at a cost, or exploit. Because putting litter in a bin is costly in time 
and effort, unless one is highly civic minded, the cost will exceed the benefit and people 
will choose to litter. The second characteristic of a commons dilemma is that the 
individual effects of exploitation are small and so people will typically choose to exploit 
the resource. If a typical litterer drops just a few, usually small, pieces of litter in a day, 
the impact may not even be noticeable to that person. The problem arises when these 
small pieces add up; but people don’t appreciate the effect of these small increments 
on the overall outcome. Just like few people understand the effect of compound 
interest rates on their retirement savings, few acknowledge that throwing out small 
pieces of litter adds up to piles of litter lying on the streets at a later time. In other words, 
in commons dilemmas individual and collective interests are at odds: each individual is 
better off littering than not, even if society is worse off if people litter. Robert Frank 
(2010) calls this “smart for one, but dumb for all”. ‘ 

(Using Behavioural Insights to Reduce Littering in the UK’ Kolodko, Read, Taj 2016) 

Example 5 further supports this view. 
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Regular street, green space & fast road maintenance - challenges 

1. Regular cleaning schedules for this particular local authority are based on contracts 
which were set up in 2002. Revision of these is scheduled for 2017/ 2018. Contracts 
are not reviewed in the interim despite changes to urban design, footfall and road 
usage. 

2. Cleansing and bin-emptying is based on ‘zones’ set at the start of the contract. 
Demands on ‘binfrastructure’ and street cleansing change over time whilst ‘zoning’ 
does not.  

3. Chewing gum is a problem so persistent that the council only undertake removal 
when other organisations request and fund cleansing. Practicalities arise. ‘Spot’ 
cleansing creates clean patches which are very visible against the rest of the 
pavement. Jet washing requires closing pavements to public use and the risk of 
washing out material between slabs making them unstable. The use of specialist 
equipment is ideal but current quotes for one town centre stand at £13,000 for a 
single clean. Chewing gum spots quickly build back up, negating the cost and effort. 

4. Inspectors routinely check and grade a sample of residential roads. Certain gradings 
prompt ad-hoc cleans outside of the standard schedule. To grade, the inspector 
stands at the end of the street, as oppose to travelling down it. This can produce 
inaccurate reflections of overall street cleanliness depending on how clean the 
inspected stretch is in comparison to the rest. 

5. Inspectors also routinely check and grade a sample of roads outside of towns. A 50m 
stretch to inspect is chosen and inspected and on this basis the whole road is 
graded. This can produce inaccurate reflections of overall cleanliness depending on 
where the inspector chooses to stand. 

6. Different contractor schedules do not always compliment one another. For example, 
a street cleaner was observed picking litter just before the recycling truck arrived. 
The recycling truck created some litter, to an extent negating the efforts of the 
contractor who had passed before. 

7. Different contractors will absolutely not encroach on other’s patches even in 
exceptional circumstances when a problem arises. Some flex is needed. See example 
5 below. 

8. ‘Fast’ roads are often the most littered but are cleared only once annually. By the time 
clearance happens the problem is significant, inviting people to add to it (see initial 
research quote). These roads are the main arteries in and out of our towns, setting 
the scene for littering behaviours and, anecdotally, negatively impacting visitor’s 
perceptions. Three stakeholders are implicated - Highways England, the county 
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council and the police who make the road safe for contractors to complete the work. 
Cost and complexity is given as the reason these key roads cannot be cleansed more 
frequently. 

Example 1 
A hedge encroaching on a road is constantly filled with rubbish thrown in by passers by. 
The local authority identified it as Highways England remit, Highways England said the 
roots were coming from private property. No further action was taken, the hedge is still 
there and remains full of bottles, cans and other litter, inviting the public to add to it. 

Example 2 
See photo below. For months this grit bin in a town centre car park has been broken. 
The public regularly use it as a bin. A report was made to the local authority help desk, 
the response being that the grit box is county council owned. Neither local authority 
contractor will empty or fix it. To get this issue logged it was necessary go through the 
reporting process again to request the county council address the problem. In 
response: ‘Non-Emergency works… will be assessed and considered for inclusion in our 
programme of ongoing maintenance.‘ The bin was only removed 4 weeks later when the 
author of this report escalated a complaint to an internal contact. 

Example 3 
This area below is a piece of scrub next to a junction on a main road heading into a busy 
town. The volume of litter is shocking and in winter is particularly visible. A report to the 
local authority resulted in the theory that this area was either county council or private 
land. After 2 months the conclusion was that it was ‘most likely’ private land and that, in 
these cases, the public have to determine who owns the land before any further action is 
taken. 
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Example 4 
This area has a fast road on one side and a foot path on the other. The whole, lightly 
wooded area suffers from a significant build up of litter. A visit with the contractor 
responsible concluded that they were only permitted, due to health and safety rules, to 
clear the space up to 1.3m from the path. Thus the vast majority of the space goes 
uncleared and litter continues to build up. The whole space is easily accessible from the 
footpath side.  

Example 5 
A busy weekend in a town setting resulted in many of the bins in 3 park areas 
overflowing, early in the day. As the ‘green space’ contractor failed to empty the bins for 
the entire weekend the problem grew. People wanted to use the bins but could not. The 
‘hard space’ contractor was in the vicinity but refused to help manage the problem as it 
was not their remit. Under the circumstances some flex here would have enabled the 
public to dispose of their rubbish effectively and discouraged littering behaviour. To 
compound the issue the space backs on to a river which, by the end of the weekend, 
was suffering from a large amount of litter which had blown in from the land. 

An attempt was made to report the problem to the council out of hours emergency line, 
the response being that they did not deal with waste issues. There were no other 
options to report and instigate action over the weekend period so the notification and 
action was only enabled the following Monday. 
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Recommendations 

Waste management is a time intensive, costly and often complicated topic for which, of 
course, there is no one-stop solution. 

What follows are some headline suggestions - based on this particular case study - the 
principles of which may be relevant to other local authorities or waste services 
providers. 

1. Local authorities would benefit from well defined and effective processes and 
powers to enable them to quickly identify individuals and organisations where litter 
is building up and robustly drive through action to clear. 

2. The public need a one stop shop to reporting overflowing bins and litter build up 
which is responsive 7 days a week. On weekends, when footfall through retail areas 
and parks is highest, there must be a route for the public to report overflowing bins 
and litter issues. This reporting mechanism needs to be simple and quick, the same 
regardless of whether the solution is local or county council responsibility and 
enabled via smartphone or tablet to keep pace with modern living.  

3. Justifications for the 1.3m litter-picking rule need to be reviewed and flexed 
depending on the space in question. Some areas pose limited health and safety 
implications for clearance further than 1.3m in - see example 4. 

4. Waste management contracts would ideally be built with some capacity for review 
and flex as urban design and footfall shift. 

5. Where more than one waste management contract exists in the same area there 
needs to be some provision for each contractor to, in exceptional circumstances, 
cover the other’s patch. This will ensure that overflowing bins and highly littered 
areas are quickly and consistently addressed. The inclusion of relevant clauses in 
contracts, perhaps resulting in a healthy cross-charge from one contractor to 
another in the event of such ‘exceptional’ actions, may even have a positive knock-
on as contractors are motivated to avoid such costs. 

6. Where more than one waste management service is working on the same patch at 
the same time, communications need to be managed to ensure the work is 
complimentary see point 5, page 3. 

7. Urban and rural street and highway inspections can be skewed depending on the 
vantage point of the inspector. Additional and/or alternative checks and measures 
are needed to help solve this problem and there is a potential for interested 
community members to be engaged to support the process, in particular using  
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some of the recent Apps which have come to market. For example 
www.littergram.co.uk. 

8. Where street furniture is broken and neglected and becoming a magnet for litter 
(see example 2), the responsible authority needs to prioritise a fix in order that the 
the ‘litter more’ nudge is not perpetuated. 

9. Local authorities need access to relevant research insight and best practice to help 
fully inform theories, decisions and strategies with regards to maintaining clean 
spaces, managing ‘binfrastructure’ and shaping waste management contracts.   

10. Finally, when developing waste and litter management contracts and schedules,  
front line operational staff are a key source of insight which should not be neglected. 
Similarly, local people (businesses, community organisations and residents) can 
often help shed light on local issues as well as potential solutions. A ‘partnership’ 
approach will, without a doubt, present insight and opportunities which would 
otherwise be missed. 

For questions or further information please contact: 
Rachel Campbell 
Director of Planning and Insights 
Clean Up Britain 
rachel.campbell@cleanupbritain.org 

http://www.littergram.co.uk
mailto:rachel.campbell@cleanupbritain.org

