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1. Introduction 
Any time spent litter picking in the British countryside reveals two key facts about the 
nature of rural litter: 

1) almost all rural litter is food and drinks packaging dropped from cars; 
2) rural litter is dominated by a small number of brands, such as Coca-Cola, 

McDonald’s, and Red Bull.   
The objective of this survey was to assess the impact that littering of these brands is 
having on the countryside and to quantify the levels in which they are present. 

2. Survey method 
A 19km route through the Gloucestershire countryside was chosen to provide a 
reasonably representative mix of rural roads and lanes.  The route (see map below), 
south of Cheltenham and west of Gloucester, was entirely within the Cotswolds Area 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty. 
 

 
Map courtesy of Google   

 
The route was cycled by the author and every item of McDonald’s litter photographed 
and its position noted. The exercise was then repeated a second time for cans and 
bottles from brands distributed by Coca-Cola, and a third time for Red Bull cans. 
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3. McDonald’s 

3.1 Results 
McDonalds litter was found in 16 different locations around the circuit – this equates 
to one every 1.2km.  The items ranged from single beakers to the remains of 
complete meals – see photos overleaf.  The location of the items is shown below: 
 

 
 
The nearest McDonalds outlets are in Cheltenham (6.5km from centre of circuit) and 
Barnwood, on the outskirts of Gloucester (8km).  These are shown below (purple 
pins) together with the next nearest outlets in Cirencester and Stroud 
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3.2 McDonald’s corporate position on litter  
The introduction to McDonald’s Environmental Policy 1commits the company to  

“…analysing every aspect of our business in terms of impact on the 
environment and taking positive action”. 

However, whilst energy consumption, solid waste, odour, noise, effluent and 
emissions to the atmosphere are recognised as environmental effects arising from 
the operation of the outlets, the policy itself makes no mention of litter.  Litter is 
covered in a separate section of the policy pamphlet.  Here the company states, 

 “McDonald’s restaurants operate very much as part of their local community 
and quite naturally, therefore, take pride in the appearance of the local 
environment.  Our commitment to our local communities is to tackle litter in as 
many different ways as we can.”  

The policy document goes on to state that staff undertake regular litter picks in the 
vicinity of their outlets (within a minimum of 150 metres) and lists a number of 
individual anti-littering initiatives, such as activities with local schools and sponsoring 
bins.   
 
McDonald’s take-out bags carry a small anti-littering logo (see below), approx 20mm 
x 15mm.  This equates to approximately 0.2% of the area of the bag. 
 

  

                                                
1    http://www.mcdonalds.co.uk/static/pdf/ourworld/Environmental_Booklet_June_2008.pdf 
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4. Coca Cola 

4.1 Results  
Coca-Cola Enterprises UK distributes a number of different drinks brands in the UK 
including: Coca-Cola, Diet Coke. Fanta, Sprite. Dr Pepper, Relentless and Oasis.  
Across these brands, the company sold 762 million cans and bottles in the 12 
months to Nov 20082. 
 
A total of 90 plastic bottles and cans from these brands were found along the 19km 
length of the circuit, an average of nearly five per kilometre, or one every 211 metres. 
 
The locations where the bottles cans where found are shown below. 
 

 
Map courtesy of Google  

 
Photographs of a selection of the cans and bottles in situ are shown overleaf. 

                                                
2 Source AC Neilson via http://www.letsgettogether.co.uk 
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4.2 Coca-cola’s corporate position on litter  
The most recent Corporate Responsibility report available via the Coca-Cola 
Enterprises UK website is for 2006-073.  This report is divided into sections on 
“Managing our responsibilities”, “Environmental” and “Community and Economic”, 
however none of these make any mention of litter as an environmental impact.   
 
Litter is mentioned in the 2007/08 Sustainability Report4 published by the Coca-Cola 
Company (parent company to Coca-Cola Great Britain).  Here the company states:  
 

Though we have a robust sustainable packaging strategy, we face litter issues 
in the communities we serve.  All too often our packages are found along 
roadsides, beaches or in waterways. 
While we have worked hard to advance community recycling programs, we still 
know that public education is key to preventing litter. Our system supports 
numerous litter prevention and community beautification organizations around 
the world, including “Keep Australia Beautiful” in Australia, the “Tidy Britain 
Group” in Great Britain and “Keep America Beautiful” in the United States” 

 
 

Cans and bottles distributed by the Coca-Cola carry a 
small anti-littering logo.  The one on 500ml Coca-Cola 
bottles (see left) is 4mm x 6mm or 0.3% of the area of the 
label (approx 0.07% of the surface area of the bottle). 

                                                
3 http://www.cokecorporateresponsibility.co.uk/ 
4 http://www.thecoca-colacompany.com/citizenship/pdf/2007-2008_sustainability_review.pdf 
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5. Red Bull 

5.1 Results 
The Red Bull survey was carried out in December 2007. 
A total of 54 Red Bull cans were found a long the 19km circuit, and average of one 
every 350m.  The locations cans were found in are shown below. 
 

 

���������	
��
	������
�������
����� Map courtesy of Google  
 
The cans were not photographed in-situ, but all 54 of them are shown below. 
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5.2 Red Bull’s corporate position on litter 
The Red Bull Company Limited (Red Bull) does not publish any form of 
environmental policy or report, nor make any mention of litter on its website.  The 
Company’s position on litter was set out in a letter to the author in February 2008. 
 

“...[we] feel it is unreasonable to hold any brand responsible for the actions of a 
minority of consumers who purchase their products as they have no direct 
relationship with the consumer through which they can exert any significant 
influence……we encourage, as far as reasonably possible, consumers to 
dispose or our product responsibly through our voluntary support of ENCAMS 
and we operate in accordance with all current packaging /labelling legislation.  
However, we feel littering in general is a topic primarily for local authorities to 
manage and for families/schools to educate on. “ 

 
Red Bull cans carry the “Tidyman” anti-littering logo.  At  8x9mm the size of the logo 
is less than 0.35% of the vertical surface area of the can.  
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6. Responsibility for litter picking 
Litter picking the verges of the roads and lanes of this route is the responsibility of 
three different authorities.  The authorities and the policies they apply to the different 
stretches of road are detailed below. 

 
 
 
 
 

A435 From the outskirts of Cheltenham to roundabout with A436 at 
Seven Spring.  Responsible authority: Cheltenham Borough Council 
(CBC).  CBC does not litter pick this stretch of road – the Council 
maintains that health safety regulations would require them to cone off a 
lane, which is considered too expensive.  However, the author litter picks 
this stretch every 3-4 weeks on a voluntary basis (without cones). 
 

 
 
 
 

A435 from Seven Springs to Elkstone turn off.  Responsible authority: 
Cotswold District Council.  As a main road, CDC aims to litter pick this 
stretch once a year.  

 
 

Unclassified, lanes from Elkstone to Birdlip via Brimpsfield.  Responsible 
authority: Cotswold District Council – no regular litter picking. (Litter 
picked by the author 6 months before survey) 
 

 
 
 

B4070 Birdlip village to junction with A417.  Responsible authority: 
Cotswold District Council.  “litter-picked as and when necessary – we try 
to do so once a year” (Litter picked by the author 6 weeks before survey) 
 

 
 

A417 main trunk road, from Birdlip turning to Hot Air Balloon roundabout.  
Responsible authority: Gloucestershire County Council, sub-contracted 
to DBFO Route.  Complete litter pick once a year, inspected every week 
and litter picked as necessary, lay-bys litter picked every week. 
 

 
 
 

B4070 Air Balloon roundabout to outskirts of Cheltenham. Responsible 
authority: Cotswold District Council. No regular litter-picking. “as and 
when necessary – we try to do so once a year” 
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7. Litter legislation  
The Environmental Protection Act 1990 (sections 88 and 89) made it an offence to 
drop litter in certain areas. The Clean Neighbourhoods and Environment Act 
extended the offence to all open areas and allowed authorities to issue Fixed Penalty 
Notices (FPN) in the range £50-80.  While the number of FRNs issued in cities is 
growing, there is little enforcement in the countryside.  Most litter in the countryside is 
dropped from cars and at present the chances of a person being caught and 
prosecuted are almost nil. 
 
Section 89(1) of the Environmental Protection Act 1990 places a duty on certain 
bodies to ensure the land for which they are responsible is, so far as is practicable, 
kept clear of litter and refuse.   For rural roads in most cases the responsible 
authority is the Local Authority. The Code of Practice on Litter and Refuse associated 
with the Acts classifies land by use, sets out the cleansing standards and response 
times.  All the roads of the survey route are classified as “Low intensity use” by the 
Code, with a response time of 14 days, i.e. accumulations of litter should be cleared 
within 14 days.  However, the Code gives little guidance on the frequency of 
inspection for rural loads.  In the absence of regular inspections, authorities are 
heavily reliant on members of the public reporting heavily littered roads. 

8. The “Polluter Pays” principle 
“Polluter Pays” is an environmental principle that requires the costs of pollution 
should be borne by those who cause it.   In the case of food and drinks litter, the 
most obvious polluter is the person who drops it.  However, it is an established 
principle that responsibility should extend up the supply chain to the retailer and 
producer.  For example, the Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment (WEEE) 
regulations made producers of electronic equipment responsible for the ultimate 
disposal of their products. 
 
Under the present framework there is little or no evidence of the “Polluter Pays” 
principle being applied to litter.  The consumer pays the same price whether or not 
he/she disposes of food and drinks packaging responsibly.  Equally, a producer 
whose products are extensively littered pays the same tax as one whose products 
are not.    Consequently, there is little incentive for any of the parties involved to 
address the problem. 
 
One example of the Polluter Pays principle being applied to packaging is refundable 
container deposits.  Where bottles or cans carry a deposit, people who drop them as 
litter are penalised by loosing their deposit.  The unclaimed deposits can be used to 
fund the running costs of the scheme and contribute to clean-up costs.  An added 
benefit is that people who pick up litter are rewarded by being able to claim the 
deposits.  Evidence from the United States shows that where container-deposit 
legislation is enacted, drinks litter falls by around 70%.5 

                                                
5 Source: The Container Recycling Institute http://www.container-recycling.org 
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9. Conclusions 
This study found widespread littering of McDonald’s, Coca-Cola and Red-Bull 
products around the survey circuit.  Coca-Cola products were by far the most 
numerous, with an average of nearly five for every kilometre of road or lane.  Red-
Bull cans were also numerous, with an average of three per kilometre.  The number 
of items of McDonalds litter was less, but these were highly visible and significantly 
more intrusive in the rural environment.   
 
All three products carry anti-littering markings.  However, these markings are tiny in 
comparison to the surface area of the product (0.35% at best) and placed in less than 
prominent positions.  The size and position of these markings are such that it is 
highly unlikely they will be noticed by consumers nor have any impact on their 
behaviour. 
 
A review of websites and published reports revealed little recognition by these brands 
of the scale in which their products are being littered and the adverse impact it is 
having on the rural environment. Of the three, McDonald’s is the most actively 
engaged with litter as an environmental impact of its business, addressing the issue 
on its website, sponsoring bins and undertaking litter patrols in the immediate vicinity 
of its outlets. However, this study shows that McDonald’s take-out packaging is being 
littered a number of kilometres from their outlets, well outside the range of these 
patrols.  Little evidence was found of Coca-cola and Red Bull recognising rural litter 
an environmental impact of their businesses and taking any steps to reduce it.  
 
Existing policy and legislation appear to offer the rural environment little or no 
protection from the large volume of litter arising from these and other brands.  
Legislation making littering illegal offers no deterrence in the countryside as there is 
no risk of the perpetrators being caught.  Equally, with no application of the “polluter 
pays” principle, there is no incentive for brands to take any meaningful steps to 
prevent littering of their products. 
 
Once deposited, it is unlikely that an item of rural litter will be picked up in a 
reasonable time frame.  Only two of the 19 kilometres of the survey route are subject 
to a reasonably robust regime of regular inspection and litter picking, by the 
responsible authority.  Around a third of the route receives no regular litter picking 
whatsoever. 
 
Given the very large volumes of product being sold, the lack of accountability on the 
part of the producers, the absence of effective legislation or enforcement and only 
very limited litter picking by the responsible authorities, it is hard to avoid the 
conclusion that the littering of big brands in the countryside is wholly out of control.  
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