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Forewo rd  

 

It is a pleasure to present the 2009 TIDY Northern Ireland Litter  

Survey report, one of the most comprehensive litter surveys to have 

taken place in Northern Ireland.  This survey examined streets in all 26  

council areas across all land use types.  With over 1,000 locations surveyed, the results of this first 

Northern Ireland Litter Survey will help to provide us with data that will enable us to understand 

the situat ion and challenges that face us, and from this report it can be seen that these challenges 

are many and varied. 

 

The fact that 97% of the areas surveyed had litter present indicates just what a huge problem we 

face to keep our streets clean and Northern Ireland tidy.  We already kn ow that litter breeds more 

litter, and with only three streets in every hundred being recorded as completely clean, there is a 

real danger that the 8% of streets failing to meet acceptable standards will rise if attitudes do not 

change. 

 

Retail areas produced the cleanest streets, but with councils working tirelessly to clean these areas 

and spending almost £30 million per year in the process, it is obvious that we need to start 

altering peopleôs littering behaviour and not merely cleaning up after them.  In areas where 

councils cannot devote the same level of resources, the litter problem is in danger of escalating 

out of control.  12% of rural areas were found to be badly polluted, presumably by motorists that 

think nothing of discarding their waste out th e car window.  Similarly town centres are awash with 

cigarette litter and chewing gum, dropped to the ground when often a litter bin is within easy 

reach.  This is the attitude that must change i f we are restore pride in the province and have a 

country we are proud to call clean and tidy.  

 

This report provides a timely set of baseline data as we move towards the merging of councils in 

2011.  The report findings support TIDY Northern Irelandôs belief that we need a nationally agreed 

approach to tackling this anti-social behaviour if we are to reach our goal.  Monitoring, media 

campaigning, education, enforcement and engagement (through practical volunteer action) 

urgently require this more strategic approach in order to change peopleôs behaviour.  This is 

achievable and success has been demonstrated in other similar campaigns such as the wearing of 

seat belts or the smoking ban.  Litter should be our next big focus, particularly with all the 

concomitant effects it will have on recycling behaviour and its impac t on engaging people in 

reducing waste to landfill.  

 

Finally, thanks are due to the Northern Ireland Environment Agency for funding this piece of work 

and to the councils for facilitating TIDY staff in conducting the surveys.  

________________________  

Dr Ia n Humphreys  

Chief Executive, TIDY Northern Ireland 
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Executive Summary  

 

The TIDY Northern Ireland 2009 Litter Survey is one of the most comprehensive litter surveys 

ever conducted in Northern Ireland, and examined litter levels in each of the 26 council 

areas. 

 

The results show that 92% of streets met or exceeded acceptable standards for litter, leaving 

8% of transects in an unacceptable condition.   These results show a continuing trend of 

improvement in cleanliness. 

 

Rural areas were found to be the most hig hly littered region of Northern Ireland, with 12% of 

these areas failing to meet the required standards.  High density housing was also more 

littered than the national average, with a 10% failure rate.  At the other end of the scale 

areas of Main Retail were noted to be the cleanest areas, with 97% of these streets deemed 

to have an acceptable level of litter.  

 

Cigarette related litter was the number one type of litter, found on 74% of transects studied .  

Confectionery litter was the second most common (61%), just ahead of chewing gum  (58%) .  

Dog Fouling, although recorded on only 3% of transects studied, remains a very disagreeable 

and potentially dangerous problem. 

 

Cigarette related litter and chewing gum were also proportionately higher in retail areas w ith 

a higher volume of pedestrians, while drinks and takeaway litter was higher than average in 

both rural areas and on main roads, highlighting the habits of inconsiderate motorists.  

 

These results show councils are working smarter within their limited re sources to ensure the 

public experience cleaner streets.  However, with 19 out of every 20 streets surveyed still 

containing litter, m ore work must focus on changing peopleôs poor behaviour if we are to 

reduce the £30 million annual cost of street cleansing. 
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1.0  INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND  

 

How can you produce an effective and efficient solution to a problem if you do not fully 

understand what the problem is?  This is an issue that Northern Ireland has faced in its 

ongoing battle to combat li tter.  There has never before been a comprehensive, province 

wide analysis of our litter situation which would enable councils and government to formulate 

a plan to solve the problem, while fully understanding issues which need to be addressed. 

 

This survey is one of the most comprehensive and wide ranging ever carried out on the litter 

problem in Northern Ireland.  It builds on the more geographically restricted TIDY Northern 

Ireland Borough Cleanliness Survey which has taken place every year since 2005, and with 

over 1,000 streets analysed for litter, helps to paint the most accurate picture to date of the 

current litter situation within the province.  

  

1.1  Survey Structure  

The objective of the survey structure was to obtain a survey sample that was repre sentative 

of the range of conditions that are to be found throughout Northern Ireland , and would 

provide accurate information to determine the curre nt extent of the litter problem .  Within 

each of the 26 council districts 40 different streets were assessed, making a total of 1,040 

transects.  Each transect was randomly selected from within the council boundaries.  A 

transect on a street is normally 50m long, extended 2m from the backline to  the gully on one 

side of the street. It includes footpaths, kerbs a nd gullies and may also include landscaped 

areas such as verges, grassed areas, shrubbed areas, planters, tree pits and the bases of 

hedges and fences that bound areas of relevant land. 

 

Example of a typical street transect:  
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Land Use Types  

The selection of transects within each council district was broken down by land use type.  

Where possible the survey attempted to examine an equal number of each land use type, but 

given the differing make up of each council area this was not always possible.  In cases 

where a land use type fell short of the required number, the total was made up of other land 

use types. 

 

The eight different land use types are:  

 

1. Main Retail and Commercial Areas 

This Land Use Class includes the main town and city retail and commercial centres.  Normally, 

there is also a range of public facilities, including libraries, and places of worship.  

There may be more than one óMain Retail and Commercial Areaô in a council area.  Rear 

access roads, service roads, car parks and the first 50m of side streets off the main retail and 

commercial areas are also be included in this land use. 

 

2.  Other Retail and Commercial Areas 

This Land Use Class covers retail and commercial areas located outside the main city and 

town retail and commercial centres (bu t excludes out-of town or edge -of-town óretail 

park/retail shedô developments, which are included with industry and warehousing). Retail 

and Commercial Areas must contain a minimum, continuous retail or commercial frontage of 

50 metres. 

 

3.   Rural Roads 

This Class comprises all adopted highways that are located outside built up areas and which 

are not otherwise included in the Main Roads. 

 

4.   Main Roads 

This Class comprises óAô roads in the following situations:  

Throughout rural areas (except where main roads run through larger settlements containing 

Main and Other Retail and Commercial Areas and High Obstruction Housing Areas).  In urban 

areas, except where main roads run through Main and Other Retail and Commercial Areas, or 

through High Obstruction Housing Areas. 

 

5.   High Obstruction Housing Areas 

Housing areas should be classified as óHigh Obstruction Housingô if less than 50% of dwellings 

have purpose-made off-street parking/garaging facilities.  This Land Use Class includes 

housing of varying types, for exa mple: 

Å Terraced housing in the inner areas of towns and cities; 
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Å Semi-detached and short terraced dwellings with limited or no purpose -made off-street 

vehicle parking. 

 

6.   Low Obstruction Housing Areas 

Housing areas should be classified as óLow Obstruction Housingô if more than 50% of 

dwellings have purpose-made off-street parking/garaging facilities for 1 or more family cars.  

 

7.  Recreation Areas 

This Land Use Class includes a wide range of open spaces that are freely accessible to the 

public and which are maintained by a local authority. Sites include parks, picnic sites, 

riversides; municipal cemeteries (but not churchyards) and cycle ways.   

 

8.  Industry, Warehousing, Retail Sheds and Science Parks 

This Class includes industrial and warehousing developments; out -of-town retail parks 

(including food and non-food developments); and science parks (containing offices, 

laboratories and manufacturing processes), which contain land that is owned or managed by 

the local authority, and which is freely accessible to t he public.  

 

Types of Litter  

Surveyors noted the type of litter present on each transect surveyed from a predetermined 

list (cf Section 2.5, Table 6). This information collates vital information on the problems 

existing in each council district and provides guidance on the type of anti -litter campaigns 

needed to change public attitudes and behaviour.  

 

 

1.2  Litter Grading  

 

The Litter (NI) Order 1994 states that litter is any refuse, filth, garbage or any other 

nauseous offensive or unsightly waste, or any waste which is likely to become nauseous, 

offensive or unsightly.  For surveying a grading scale based on the definition in the Code of 

Practice for Litter and Refuse (issued under Section 89 of the (English) Environmental 

Protection Act 1990) was used, with an additional  three intermediate scales as defined in 

National Indicator 195 (produced by Encams on behalf of DEFRA) to allow surveyors to 

determine a more accurate assessment of cleanliness levels in their district. The seven-point 

scale has been used on a wide range of sites in the UK and elsewhere in Europe since 1993, 

and has proven itself to reflect standards more accurately from both service providers and 

customers perspectives. This is also the system used for grading streets within the TIDY NI 

Borough Cleanliness Survey. 
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A transect that falls below a grade B is deemed to have failed.  A transect graded either A, 

B+ or B is deemed to have reached acceptable standards of litter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grade A ï No Litter  
 

 

 

Grade B  ï Predominantly fee of 
litter with some small items  

 

 

Grade D -  Heavily littered with 
significant accumulations  

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Grade C -  Widespread distribution 
of litter with minor accumulations  
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2.0  RESULTS 

 

Each of the transects was graded to establish the amount of litter present.  Any transect 

graded A, B+ or B was deemed to have met the required standards, but an y transect graded 

B-, C, C- or D was deemed to have failed.  The litter Pollution Index is the percentage of 

transects failing to meet standards. 

 

2.1  Litter Pollution Index  

 

The Litter Pollution Index  (LPI) is the percentage of transects that have failed to meet the 

required standards for litter pollution (ie t ransects that have achieved a grade lower than B). 

 

Table 1: Litter Pollution Index  

Total Transects surveyed  1040 

Litter Pollution Index  8 

 

Table 2: Range of Litter Grades 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Percentage of Grades Assigned 

 

Grade  

Number of Grades 

Assigned  

Percentage of Grades 

Assigned  

A 36 3.5% 

B+ 614 59.0% 

B  312 30.0% 

B- 38 3.6% 

C 29 2.8% 

C- 7 0.7% 

D 4 0.4% 
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Ninety two percent of transects were found to have met the required standards in relation to 

litter, with the survey finding an eight percent failure rate.  Only 3% of transects surveyed 

were completely litter free, with B+ the most commonly occurring grade.  Four of the 1,040 

transects fell into the most heavily polluted Grade D category.  

 

2.2  Litter Pollution Index Comparisons  

 

The results of this survey have been compared with the results of the TID Y Northern Ireland 

Borough Cleanliness Surveys conducted in 2005, 2006, 2007 and 2008.  It should be 

remembered that the 2009  survey was much more wide ranging that the similar Borough 

Cleanliness Surveys of previous years, which focused on a limited number of council areas.  

However, the trend shown here is supported by the 2009 Borough Cleanliness Survey, which 

produced a comparable LPI of 9 based on 1,000 transects.  

 

Table 3: Litter Pollution Indices 2005-2009 

Year Litter Pollution Index Number of Transects 

2005 19 1,120 

2006 15 1,240 

2007 11 960 

2008 11 840 

2009 8 1,040 
 

Figure 2: Average Litter Pollution Indices 2005-2009*  

* Note: Data provides a rough estimation of trends only; the total number of transects surveyed and 

the number of participat ing councils varies between years. 
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A general trend of improvement has been experienced since the first TIDY NI Borough 

Cleanliness Survey was conducted in 2005.  Four years ago 19% of transects failed to meet 

the required standard for litter, and although improvements appeared to level off in 2008, 

this 2009 survey has once again shown a reduction in the amount of litter.   These results 

must be viewed with some caution, however, given that the number of transects and the 

number of participating councils has varied over the years.  Interestingly though, the 2009 

Borough Survey results, with a low number of participating councils, almost match the 

Northern Ireland Litter Survey results which cover all 26 councils, suggesting the trend is 

genuine. 

 

Comparisons with other countries  

 

It was investigated whether the results of this survey could be compared with similar surveys 

in England, Scotland, Wales and the Republic of Ireland to give an indication of how Northern 

Ireland compares for litter against our near n eighbours.  Direct comparisons proved 

impossible, however, as each of the countries uses slightly different variations of the seven 

point scoring methodology for calculating their litter score s. 

 

 

2.3  Distribution of Transects Surveyed  

 

Table 4: Number of Land Use Types Surveyed 

Landuse Types  

Distribution of 

Transects Surveyed  

% of  

transects  

1. Main Retail & Commercial 133 13 

2. Other Retail & Commercial 120 12 

3. Rural Area 135 13 

4. Main Road 137 13 

5. High Obstruction Housing 143 14 

6. Low Obstruction Housing 144 14 

7. Recreational Area 125 12 

8. Industry, Warehousing & Retail Sheds 103 10 
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Figure 3 : Number of Land Use Types Surveyed  

 

 

The make up of some council districts made it difficult to survey equal numbers of transects 

within each land use types.  When this occurred, it was necessary to make the difference up 

by using other land use types.  Industry, Warehousing and Retail Parks proved to be the least 

surveyed area, but with over 100 transects surveyed in each category the results were  still a 

good indication of the litter situation within these areas.  

 

2.4  Litter Pollution Index by Land Use Type  

 

Table 5: Litter Pollution Index by Land Use Type 

LAND USE TYPE Litter Pollution I ndex  

Rural 12 

High Obstruction Housing 10 

Industrial/Retail Parks 9 

Main Road 9 

Recreational  9 

Low Obstruction Housing 5 

Other Retail 4 

Main Retail 3 

Overall  8 
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Figure 4: Litter Pollution Index by Land Use Type 

 

 

 

 

More rural areas failed to meet the required st andards for litter than any other land use type.  

12% of rural locations surveyed had significant pollution, with one in ten areas  of high 

obstruction housing also failing to meet standards, placing it second on the list.  The cleanest 

areas of the province are town and city centres, with 97% of th ese areas achieving 

acceptable levels of litter. 

 

2.5  Litter Types  

The survey detailed the type of litter present on each transect .  It should be noted that these 

figures indicate the presence/absence of litter types within each transect and not the amount 

of that litter type, therefore the figures relate specifically to the percentage of transects 

polluted, and do not give an indication of the litter type as a percentage of total litter.  
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Table 6: Percentage of transects polluted by specific litter types.  

Lit ter Type  

Number of Transects 

Polluted  

Percentage of 

Transects Polluted  

Cigarette Related 773 74 

Confectionery Litter 634 61 

Chewing Gum 600 58 

Drinks (Bottles, Cans & Cartons) 394 38 

Non Packaging Litter 300 29 

Takeaway Packaging 281 27 

Food Residues 103 10 

Plastic Bags 97 9 

Other 77 7 

Business Litter 52 5 

Glass  40 4 

Dog Fouling 26 3 

 

Figure 5: Percentage of transects polluted by specific litter types  

 

 

 

Cigarette litter is Northern Irelandôs most common form of litter, with almost three quarters of 

surveyed transects containing cigarette butts or packaging.  Confectionery litter is the second 

most common form of litter found on our streets, being found on 61% of transects.  Chewing 

Gum completes the top three, located on 58% of transects.  Takeaway packaging and drinks 

related items also form a significant proportion of litter, as does non -packaging litter, which 

includes items such as tissues, parking tickets, scratch cards etc.  While Dog Fouling is often 
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regarded as the most abhorrent form of littering, only 3% of transects were found to be 

polluted. 

 

2.6  Type of Litter by Land Use  

 

Table 7: Top three most common litter types in each Land Use area  

  MOST COMMON LITTER TYPES   

LAND USE 1 2 3 

Overall  Cigarette Litter (74%)  Confectionery (61%)  Chewing Gum (58%)  

Rural  Drinks (64%)  Confectionery (63%) Takeaway (62%) 

High 

Obstruction 

Housing  

Cigarette Litter (90%)  Chewing Gum (84%) Confectionery (64%) 

Industrial/  

Retail Parks  
Cigarette Litter (85%)  Confectionery (64%) Chewing Gum (60%) 

Main Road  Confectionery (72%)  Cigarette Litter (57%)  Takeaway (56%) 

Recreational  Chewing Gum (76%) Cigarette Litter (70%)  Confectionery (65%) 

Low 

Obstruction 

Housing  

Cigarette Litter (70%)  Chewing Gum (45%) Confectionery (40%) 

Other Retail  Cigarette Litter (92%)  Chewing Gum (84%) Confectionery (63%) 

Main Retail  Chewing Gum (96%) Cigarette Litter (91%)  Confectionery (58%) 

 

 

Chewing Gum and Cigarette related litter were found to be pre sent in relatively high 

quantities in areas with a high footfall.  A huge 96% of  main retail areas showed evidence of 

chewing gum, with an above average amount also found in areas of high obstruction 

housing, other retail and recreational areas.  Cigarette related litter was also very high in all 

retail areas, with only rural areas no t counting it as one of their three forms of litter.  

 

Confectionery litter was the second most common form of litter, and placed in the top three 

in every land use type.  The levels of this type of litter were at its highest on main roads, 

indicating the motorists were probably the main culprits in this instance.  Rural and main 

roads were the two incidents where takeaway litter was at its most common, indicating once 

again the motorists are responsible for a large percentage of this type of littering.  
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3.0  Conclusions  

 

Litter Pollution Index  

92% of streets meeting acceptable standards for litter represent the best results achieved 

since the inception of detailed litter surveys in 2005.  Previous Borough Cleanliness Surveys 

however have focused on limited geographical areas whereas this most recent survey is 

spread province wide, so it is dangerous to make direct comparisons given the different 

criteria applied to transect selection. 

 

While these latest results appear to continue a positive trend, the amount of litter  on our 

streets remains a concern, with only 3% of transects being completely litter free.  

 

Land Use Type  

The results of the survey indicate that rural areas  are the most heavily polluted.  The relative 

infrequency of cleaning combined with the ba d habits of motorists are likely reasons for this 

land use typeôs poor performance.  The poor performance of High Obstruction Housing, which 

was placed second in the table with a 10% failure rate,  is also a trend that has been evident 

in previous years of the Borough Cleanliness Survey. 

 

The three land use types which recorded the lowest litter levels were main retail, other retail 

and low obstruction housing.  The cleanliness of low obstruction housing can be attributed to 

peopleôs reluctance to litter on their own doorstep, while it is likely the cleanliness of the retail 

areas owes much to the high frequency of street cleansing.  

 

Litter Type  

Every litter survey conducted since 2005 has placed cigarette related litter as the main 

contributor to unclean str eets, and in this survey it once again heads the list with a presence 

on 74% of transects.   The 2008 Borough Cleanliness Survey showed confectionery litter 

overtaking chewing gum as the number two form of litter, and those results are repeated in 

this survey.  Drinks related litter is also a relatively large contributor to the litter problem, 

while further down the list, dog fouling is shown to be relatively rare.  

 

Litter Pollution Index by Land Use Type  

The top three litter types overall (Cigarette, Confec tionery and Chewing Gum) were also the 

top three in the majority of land use types.  The two exceptions were Rural and Main Road , in 

which drinks and takeaway litter were more prevalent ï an indication of the habits of 

motorists. 
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It was noticeable that re tail areas with a high foot f all had a higher proportion of both 

cigarette litter and chewing gum deposits than other areas.  

 

The limited nature of the surveys within each council area makes it difficult to get an accurate 

picture of the location of the li tter hot -spots.  While 1,040 transects gives a reasonable 

number of surveyable areas for an Northern Ireland wide analysis, 40 transects within each 

council area is insufficient to statistically differentiate litter levels on a council by council basis.  

 

 

4.0  Recommendations  

 

TIDY Northern Ireland wou ld recommend a more comprehensive survey, as is the case within 

all other countries of the United Kingdom.   This will allow for more accurate trend analysis 

over time, comparing data over the years to indicate  whether the combined effect of 

campaigns, education, volunteer led practical action, enforcement and street cleaning is 

making a real sustained impact and may also help in a limited way in the identification of 

specific areas that need additional attention. 

 

TIDY Northern Ireland believes that the post RPA councils should adopt a national indicator 

for street cleanliness which includes a wider range of local environmental quality indicators 

including information on litter, detritus, dog fouling, fly -tipping, fly -posting, litter bins and 

vandalism. 

 

TIDY Northern Ireland also recommends that each council instigates more detailed 

cleanliness surveys allowing better management through increased measurement.  This will 

enable a more focused response to changing littering patterns and make better use of 

existing resources, rather than delivering a one size fits all approach. 

 

The report findings support TIDY Northern Irelandôs belief that we need to develop nationally 

agreed approaches to tackling anti -social behaviour if we are to achieve sustained 

improvements.   

 

Centrally provided support for implementing the new enforcement powers could also be 

agreed nationally and this would be expected to impact on litter levels.  

 

To achieve the above recommendation requires key stakeholders, particularly councils but 

also other organisations such as the PSNI, to come together to form a Local Environmental 

Quality Forum allowing joint actions to be formulated, agreed and implemented.  
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Monitoring, media campaigning, education, enforcement and engagement (through practical 

volunteer action) urgently require this more strategic approach in order to change peopleôs 

behaviour.  This is achievable and success has been demonstrated in other similar campaigns 

such as the wearing of seat belts or the smoking ban.  Litter should be our next big focus, 

particularly with all the concomitant effects it will have on recycling behaviour and its impact 

on engaging people in reducing waste to landfill.   

 

 

 




