PLASTIC RIVERS
ACTION PLAN TOOLKIT
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INTRODUCTION
Thank you for participating in the Earthwatch
Plastic Rivers environmental monitoring project and
collecting vital data on the state of plastic pollution
in UK waterways. Now it is time to take the next step –
take action to reduce the plastic pollution you have
found in your local area.
This Action Plan Toolkit has been designed to guide you through the
process of using the data you have collected to identify what action is
needed and where, decide what you would like to do, and create a plan to
achieve it.
The toolkit contains:
• A summary of the results from your surveys in your local area
• Information on how we are using your data, and what you can do next
• Three case studies of actions taken by other communities to tackle
plastic pollution
• An Action Plan Template and guidance for completing it
• An Evaluation Survey through which you can provide us with feedback
• How to keep in touch
Good luck with reducing plastic pollution in your local area!

THANK YOU
First of all, we would like to say a big Thank You to all of you for taking
part in this project, for collecting your data and sharing your enthusiasm.
Thanks to your hard work, we have some great results to share, and we are
looking forward to hearing your feedback. And of course our biggest thank
yous must go to our group coordinators, Jack Blythe, supported by Sally
Dubery at CSVA, and Sue Vincent from Hart Voluntary Action. A big thank
you also goes to SC Johnson, for funding this project from September 2019
to December 2020.
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Plastic Rivers Monitoring Results
Between 1st March and 2nd June you
have conducted 33 surveys of the
rivers Blackwater, Whitewater, Hart
and Mole, in North Hampshire and
Surrey. We trained 41 volunteers, and
more than 30 have so far conducted
surveys.
You have surveyed 25 rivers, 7
streams and 1 ford. This included 20
sites on the Blackwater, 5 on the Hart,
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4 on the Whitewater and 4 on the
Mole in North Hampshire and Surrey.
These measurements help paint
a picture of plastic pollution, its
potential sources and solutions,
capturing conditions both pre and
during the Covid-19 pandemic.
Some sites were visited on multiple

occasions, with six sites visited twice
and one visited three times.

Miscellaneous
plastic 4%
Household/
recreation 8%

Clothing and
shoes 0%

Bottles/bottle
related 8%

Smokingrelated 22%

Sanitary (including
packaging) 1%

Plastic cups
and lids 5%

Food
packaging 34%

Bags 17%

Single-use food related
(non-packaging) 1%

What you found
In total, you recorded 243 macroplastic
items and 62 non-plastic items - that’s
an average of seven plastic items and
two non-plastic items per survey. To
put it into context for what it means for
the river, this equates to approximately
147 plastic items per 100 m2 of
riverbank (range of 20-920 items) and
38 non-plastic items per 100 m2 (20520 items).
This makes one thing very clear that non-plastic items are much less
abundant (20%) than plastic items
(80%).
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The most common type of plastic
items found were food-related
packaging (34%), followed by
smoking-related items (22%), and
plastic bags (17%) (see chart).
These results corroborate reports
from previous studies around the UK,
which suggest that eating snacks,
drinking from disposable bottles, and
smoking are behaviours which lead
to high levels of plastic pollution in
rivers. It seems that Hampshire and
Surrey are no exception to this rule.

Most and least polluted
The sites with the highest litter
abundance were in areas near a
busy road junction in Aldershot,
downstream of Aldershot park, and
either side of the Meadows shopping
centre – take note for later as this
directs us to potential locations
where efforts to reduce plastic
pollution could be focused.
When we compare the four rivers, we
find the highest plastic litter levels
occur along the Blackwater River, with
an average of 10 items per survey.
Next was the River Mole with 7 items

per survey. Then the Hart River with
2 per survey, and cleanest was the
River Whitewater, with just 1 plastic
item per survey, on average.
There were 10 surveys where no
plastic litter items were found,
equating to 30%, and 20 surveys
where no non-plastic litter was found,
equating to 61%.
Of the non-plastic litter items found,
most were made of metal, and were
food-related waste, in particular drink
cans and tin foil wrappings.

This site in Aldershot (close to a large road junction between the A323 and the A331) had 46 plastic items and 26 non-plastic
items in the 5 m2 surveyed

River Blackwater. The first picture shows “the only piece of litter we saw around, trapped in the river in twigs”
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Possible sources of plastic pollution

Other
sources
23%

Recreational
activity 36%

Industrial
discharge 5%

Residential
discharge 5%
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For the sites showing the largest
amount of plastic pollution, the
associated activities were most often
recreational activities (36%), followed
by fly tipping (16%), and urban / road
discharge (10%) (see chart). Other
sources included walking paths,
rubbish from cars, and a traveller site.
Again, take note for discussion
later - as we know that recreational
activities and fly tipping were most
associated with litter hotspots, these
could be good areas or specific
problems to identify for action.
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Fly tipping
16%

The survey sites were mostly near
grassland (12 sites) or urban parks (10
sites). In addition to those mentioned
on the chart, interesting other sites
(making up 16%), included on a
nature reserve, and ones near to a
small waterworks, sewage treatment
plant or rubbish dump. More plastic
items were found where land use
is industrial areas and urban parks
than grasslands / shrubland, urban
residential areas, forests, and other
uses.

Has COVID-19 affected litter levels?
Although the pandemic has caused
us lots of problems and prevented
us surveying for a while, on the
positive side, we are in the unique
position where we have data from
directly before, and directly after, UK
lockdown.
On average, pollution levels were
similar, with 7.7 plastic items found
per site before lockdown and 7.2
plastic items found per site after
lockdown. This similarity in litter
levels may indicate that plastic
pollution related habits (e.g. levels
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of consumption and littering) were
not significantly modified during
lockdown, contrary to what has been
often reported in the press. More
data is needed to establish whether
lockdown might have affected
consumption of food-related items
wrapped in plastics, or abundance
of litter due to changes in time spent
outdoors.
With data collection still continuing,
we will be able to see whether there is
any longer-term trend.

Plastic “on-the-go” footprint calculator
In addition to your river monitoring, in
January of last year we also launched
a Plastic Footprint calculator funded
by SC Johnson, to help people to
estimate their plastic use on-the-go,
i.e. when out of the house. This survey
has received over 2,000 responses so
far. Early analysis has shown parallels
between your data on abundance of
plastic items along your rivers and
the results of the on-the-go plastic
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footprint calculator. For example, the
two most used items highlighted by
the calculator are food wrappers and
cigarettes - the two most prevalent
items found in your surveys. When
combined, these datasets therefore
have added value for providing
extra insights on the causes and
status of plastic pollution in aquatic
ecosystems in the UK.

What’s next?
This has been a whistle-stop tour of
the results, but there is a lot more we
can find out from this data. There is
much analysis we are still yet to do.
In addition, not only has this project
created data, but it has been very
successful at demonstrating how
trained volunteers can collect good
quality data and information on
plastic items along riverbanks. This
gives us a good basis from which
to expand the project to collect

more data on more rivers around
the UK, and has actually enabled us
to develop a nationwide project. In
February we launched a new project
through our Earthwatchers platform
– River Watch: Plastic Pollution. The
project is recruiting volunteers across
the UK to conduct litter surveys on
riverbanks near them. Have a look
at the website and sign up if you are
interested in continuing to monitor
your local river!

www.my.earthwatch.org.uk/
But in the meantime, we are here to talk about what you can do in your local
area with the findings you have made through your surveys…
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Community Action on Plastic
Pollution: Case Studies
To get you thinking about ideas, here are
three case studies of how other communities
have tackled a plastic pollution problem:

HUBBUB CIGARETTE BUTT BALLOT BINS
CUP CLUB
#2MINUTEBEACHCLEAN
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www.hubbub.org.uk/ballot-bin

© Digital Synopsis

CASE STUDY

Hubbub cigarette butt ballot bins
The Ballot Bin is a customisable
bespoke ashtray that tackles cigarette
butt litter. Tackling litter whilst posing a
question may not seem to go hand-inhand but in just six weeks, our voting
ash-tray on Villiers Street reduced
the number of smokers throwing their
butts on the floor by 20% and went
viral, reaching 6 million people online.
It has since been replicated across
the world and has been proven to cut
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litter by up to 46%. The Ballot Bin taps
into people’s desires to participate.
The user ‘votes’ by choosing one of two
slots to dispose of their cigarette butt.
Each slot has a window to display the
used butts, allowing a public opinion
poll to be generated as the old butts
pile up on either side. Magnetic letters
mean you can change the question as
often as you like, which means you can
ask anything you want.

© Cup Club

www.cupclub.com

© Starbucks

© Korea Daily Times

CASE STUDY

Cup Club
A returnable packaging service
designed to hold both hot and cold
drinks. Ideal for busy high street or
main street cafes, including cafes in
airports and universities. Delivers and
collects cups daily, tracking, washing
and returning based on the volume
needed. Charges from £0.15 per drink.
Also provide services for events and
festivals, and are developing citywide solutions for roll out in 2020
with global cities looking for a zerowaste solution to initiate across
neighbourhoods.
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In their words:
It’s like Boris Bikes – this concept
shifted us from the idea of ‘owning a
bike’ to ‘pay per ride’ which covers the
cost of the bike, the maintenance and
infrastructure costs.
To create an effective circular
economy, Cupclub has reworked the
idea of ‘owning a cup’ to ‘pay per drink’
which covers the cost of the cup, the
maintenance and infrastructure costs.
In the same way it is not equivalent to
compare the cost of ‘owning a bike’ vs
‘paying £2 for a ride’, it’s not equivalent
to compare the ‘cost of a cup’ with the
‘cost of a drink’.

CASE STUDY
#2minutebeachclean
#2minutelitterpick

© #2minutebeachclean

#2minutestreetclean

The 2 Minute Foundation is a
registered charity “devoted to
cleaning up our planet 2 minutes at
a time”. They operate a network of
beach cleaning, litter picking and
street cleaning stations that make
it easier for beach goers to pick up
marine litter every time they visit the
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beach. Each station has a Guardian,
who is responsible for its day to day
management. Due to their success,
they have moved inland and created
stations to clean up your local park,
village green, canal walk or favourite
green space, and one for streets and
parks in urban areas.

Your Action Plan
Use the template to complete an
Action Plan for a local spot or plastic
pollution issue that is important to
you, considering:
The problem
The location
Your Ultimate Goal
The activities
Resources required
Who to engage
Timeline
Predicted challenges
Potential community outcomes
• The problem – identify the issue you
would like to do something about,
based on your survey findings
• The location – specify where you are
going to focus your activity. It could
be one or a number of locations, or a
broad area
• Your Ultimate Goal – what do you
hope to achieve in the longrun?
• The activities – what do you think you
can do to tackle this problem? Start by
thinking broadly about all the possible
actions you could take, then narrow
it down to an achievable activity or
set of linked activities. Make sure they
are designed to directly tackle the
problem you have identified
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• Resources required – will you
need money, other people to help,
equipment?
• Who to engage – there are likely to
be others who would like to have a
say, or will need to be contacted for
you to carry out your activities. Think
about landowners, business owners,
people who could support or help,
local council, avenues for funding,
local community groups, residents
• Timeline – when do you want to
achieve this by, and how long might
each step take?

• Predicted challenges – think about
what could potentially go wrong,
and how you might avoid or tackle
these issues. For example, needing
landowners permission, or council
permission, raising money, getting
local resident backing
• Potential community outcomes –
what will the community gain from
this? This about how your activities
might bring people together, improve
the environment or residents quality
of life, provide amenities, engage with
community groups. Identifying these
benefits can help when addressing
challenges and engaging people in
the activity.

MY PLASTIC POLLUTION ACTION PLAN
Name

Date

The problem The specific issue you have decided to tackle

The location Include which survey site it is near to

Ultimate Goal What do you hope to achieve; what changes do you hope to see as a result of your actions?

Activities

Resources required (Is any equipment required;

Who to engage (Do you need/want to involve

Timeline (When do you see your activity taking

Predicted challenges (could be with regards

Potential community outcomes (how

local people, community groups, local council, landowners,
business owners or other interested parties?)

to obtaining funds or permission, community objection,
lack of interest or uptake, logistical issues)

Will you need to fundraise; Do you need people to help)

place? Is it a regular occurrence or a one off? What time
of year would be best?)

will the community benefit; benefits to children, schools,
community groups; e.g. increased awareness or action,
bringing people together; could this develop into
something bigger in the long-term)

What else you can do
Join Earthwatchers to continue
monitoring and send us your data!

Use our Plastic Footprint Calculator
to better understand your plastic use
and how to reduce it

www.my.earthwatch.org.uk

www.plasticfootprint.earthwatch.org.uk

Continue monitoring

Plastic footprint calculator

If action is taken to reduce plastic
pollution at a local level, continued
monitoring to record any changes
in plastic pollution will enable us to
measure the effectiveness of your
actions. This could be particularly
useful along the River Blackwater
where we have the most data and
plastic pollution was highest.

We encourage you, if you have not
already, to take 10-15 minutes to fill out
the survey (plasticfootprint.earthwatch.
org.uk) and share the link with your
family, friends, and colleagues.

More data from other sites and
at different times of year will help
consolidate our findings and provide
a stronger evidence base to inform
relevant policies and actions.
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Thank you and keep in touch!
Just to finish, we want to share how
this project has been so important to
Earthwatch. Without your participation
in this pilot, we would not have
been able to launch the national
Earthwatchers project to further our
understanding of plastic pollution
along UK waterways. Piloting a
project like this is also key to proving
to potential funders that an idea
works, collects valuable data, and is
something the public want to do. Your
data helps us to prove that we can
estimate the level of litter along UK
rivers, and also gives us information
to share with the public, potential
funders, businesses and policy makers
to show them evidence that this is an
issue that needs tackling. Your future
actions will help us to demonstrate
how individuals can make a difference.

Please send us your action plan
templates so we can show our funders
the impacts this project is having! Keep
us updated with how you are getting on
so we can support you.
We would be very grateful if you could
complete our evaluation survey, to
provide us with feedback on your
experience with this programme
www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/QHGM2V6
Thank you for reading through this
action pack.
Please do stay in touch as you continue
your journey to combat plastic pollution
along your river. Feel free to write to us
with questions on anything, or if you
want support with your action plan.

QUESTIONS OR COMMENTS?
Email dwinton@earthwatch.org.uk or hello@earthwatch.org.uk
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