
2020 National Litter Study
From a Program Perspective

1

Litter Free Washington Summit 



A country in which 
every community is a 
clean, green, and 
beautiful place to live.
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KAB.org
#DoBeautifulThings

Striving to be where you are!

National Network for Local Impact

Nearly 700 Keep America Beautiful Affiliates in 2,500 Communities

STATES WITH LOCAL AFFILIATES

STATES WITH PARTICIPATING ORGANIZATIONS

KAB STATE AND LOCAL AFFILIATES
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2020 National Litter Study
Public Attitudes a Litter Assessment – Roads, Waterways, & Places a Financial Impact

Non-roadway Places
1. Retail Shopping Sites
2. Local Recreational Sites
3. Mass Transit Sites

4. Construction Sites
5. Storm Drains
6. Coastal Sites

Public Attitude Survey

Cost of Litter – 2022 Study

Litter Assessment/Count
Roadways & Waterways (along both, not on or in)
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6 Material Groups
85 Item Categories
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2020 National Litter Study
Roadside & Waterway Litter Count

Roadside Assessment 4 - types of roadways assessed
1. Freeways & Expressways
2. Arterial Roads
3. Collector Roads
4. Local Roads 

Waterway Assessment 3- types of streams assessed
1. Large Perennial Streams 
2. Small Perennial Streams 
3. Intermittent Streams
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9 out of 10 
Americans identify 
LITTER as a problem 
in their State 7



Respondents identified motorists and pedestrians as the 
primary source of litter indicating fast‐food packaging, 
beverage containers, plastic bags, and tobacco products 
as the most littered items in the U.S.
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2020 National Litter – Key Findings

Nearly 50 billion pieces of litter along United States roadways and waterways. 
More litter near waterways (25.9 billion pieces on 10.7 million miles) than on roadways (23.7 billion on 8.3
million miles) though, proportionally, roadway and waterway litter represent similar quantities of the
total litter items discarded nationwide (48% and 52% respectively).

More than 2,000 pieces of litter per mile. 
Roadways had more litter items per mile than waterways (2,857 and 2,411 litter items per mile on average respectively).

Majority of litter was smaller in size, but larger items prevalent and visible. 
Nine out of ten pieces on the ground (44 billion pieces on any given day or 88%) across United States roadways and 
waterways is 4”or smaller in size. However, larger, more visible litter is still significant representing 6.0 billion pieces or 
12% of the total litter.
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2020 National Litter – Changes from 2009

Decrease of 54% in litter along United States Roadways. 
Approximately 51.2 billion pieces of litter were estimated along United States roadways in 2009. The 2020 
National Litter Study estimated approximately 23.7 billion pieces of litter along United States roadways in 2020.

Significant decrease in smaller roadway litter. 
Most of the decrease in roadway litter was the number items four inches or less, a decrease of 25.8 billion 
pieces of litter from the 2009 litter study.

Litter reduction in most material categories. 
• Cigarette butts, fast food, and soft‐drink containers, saw large decreases
• Several key material categories saw increases including cardboard, beer containers, food plastic film 

packaging, and sports drinks and water containers.
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2020 National Litter – Changes from 2009

Cigarette Litter Down but remains most singled littered item 
20% of total litter followed by plastic food wrap and film plastic (11% of total litter)

Plastic the most littered item by material group in 2020
39% of total litter
42% of total litter along waterways
48% of total litter greater than 4” along road & waterways

2020 COVID-19 PPE Related Items
149,279,000 Gloves (almost 2/3rds along waterways)
57,863,200 Masks
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Plastics are the most littered item

By 2050, by weight, there 
will be more plastics in 
the oceans than fish

Paper Items
15%

Glass Items
7%

Metal Items
8%

Plastic Items
39%
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Roadway Waterway

CombinedAll Litter
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2020 National Litter – Where is the litter?

Location Miles

% of  

total 

miles

Littered 

Items/mile

% of total 

Littered 

items/mile

% of road & 

waterway 

miles

% of road & 

waterway 

littered 

items/mile

Total Littered 

Items in US

% of 

Total

Freeway/Expressway 131,598 2% 12,674 54% 1% 39% 1,667,873,052 3%

Arterial 800,187 10% 5,035 21% 4% 16% 4,028,941,545 8%

Collector 1,623,373 20% 3,708 16% 9% 11% 6,019,467,084 12%

Local 5,732,488 69% 2,085 9% 30% 6% 11,952,237,480 24%

Subtotal Roadways 8,287,646 100% 23,502 100% 44% 73% 23,668,519,161 48%

Large Perennial 708,360 7% 3,654 42% 4% 11% 2,588,347,440 5%

Small Perennial 3,086,074 29% 3,141 36% 16% 10% 9,693,358,434 20%

Intermittent 6,945,882 65% 1,960 22% 37% 6% 13,613,928,720 27%

Subtotal Waterways 10,740,316 100% 8,755 100% 56% 27% 25,895,634,594 52%
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2020 National Litter – Top 10 Littered Items 
Representing 76% of all counted litter 

Material 
Group Categories Total

% of Total 
Littered Items 

Counted 4-inch plus 4-inch less 

Other Cigarette butts 9,697,652,100 19.56% 1,124,300 9,696,527,800

Plastic Other plastic 8,751,594,500 17.65% 692,546,000 8,059,048,500

Paper Other paper 5,760,743,700 11.62% 561,053,300 5,199,690,400

Plastic Other film 2,839,486,600 5.73% 337,180,900 2,502,305,700

Plastic Food packaging film 2,574,609,700 5.19% 380,645,900 2,193,963,800

Metal Other metal 2,382,301,500 4.81% 185,276,100 2,197,025,400

Glass Broken glass or ceramic 2,371,098,200 4.78% 73,057,800 2,298,040,400

Plastic Other expanded polystyrene 1,356,464,400 2.74% 83,537,600 1,272,926,800

Organics Other food waste 928,747,200 1.87% 21,120,000 907,627,200

Other Textiles/ small rugs 859,232,300 1.73% 108,250,500 750,981,800



Don’t sweat the small stuff –
just pick it up! 9 out of 10 

items littered 
are 4” or less
with 40% of these 
items being made 
from plastic 9.7 
billion cigarette 
butts and 8.1 billion 
other plastic items

9,696,527,800 Littered Cigarette Butts 
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2020 National Litter – Top 10 Littered Items 4” less
(134 pieces/person of all 4” less litter)

Accounting for 81% of all 4” or less litter, the top 
ten littered items fell into the following material 
categories:

Other
30%

Plastic
40%

Paper
15%

Glass
6%

Metal
6%

Organics
3%

Categories 
Material 

Group 4-inch less 

% of 
Littered 
items 4" 
or less

% within 
Item 

Category

% of all 
Littered 
Items

Cigarette butts Other 9,696,527,800 22% 100% 19.56%
Other plastic Plastic 8,059,048,500 18% 92% 16.26%
Other paper Paper 5,199,690,400 12% 90% 10.49%
Other film Plastic 2,502,305,700 6% 88% 5.05%
Broken glass or ceramic Glass 2,298,040,400 5% 97% 4.64%
Other metal Metal 2,197,025,400 5% 92% 4.43%
Food packaging film Plastic 2,193,963,800 5% 85% 4.43%
Other expanded polystyrene Plastic 1,272,926,800 3% 94% 2.57%
Other food waste Organics 907,627,200 2% 98% 1.83%
Other items Other 800,083,000 2% 93% 1.61%
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Incentives & Policies 
make a difference

States with container deposit 
systems had 50% less 
containers littered and 30% 
less overall litter than states 
without deposit laws.  They 
also have significantly higher 
recycling rates for containers 
with redemption deposits.
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2020 National Litter – Top 10 Roadway Littered Items

Item Category
Material 

Type
Roadway 

Littered Items

% of total 
roadside 

litter

% of total 
littered 
items by 

item 
category

Cigarette butts Other 5,703,542,200 24% 59%
Other plastic Plastic 3,728,975,800 16% 43%
Other paper Paper 3,283,630,000 14% 57%
Food packaging film Plastic 1,424,362,100 6% 55%
Other film Plastic 1,173,815,800 5% 41%
Other metal Metal 939,223,800 4% 39%
Broken glass or ceramic Glass 855,631,400 4% 36%
Vehicle debris & tire treads Other 678,685,300 3% 66%
Beer Metal 401,334,300 2% 62%
Construction and demolition debris Other 368,440,300 2% 69%

Total Roadway Litter 23,678,026,500 80%

Accounting for 80% of all roadside litter, 
the top ten littered items fell into the 
following material categories:

Glass
5%

Metal
7%

Paper
18%

Plastic
34%

Other
36%
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2020 National Litter – Top 10 Waterway Littered Items

Item Category
Material 

Type
Waterway 

Littered Items

% of total 
waterway 

litter

% of total 
littered 
items by 

item 
category

Other plastic Plastic 5,022,618,800 19.40% 57%

Cigarette butts Other 3,994,110,000 15.42% 41%

Other paper Paper 2,477,113,800 9.57% 43%

Other film Plastic 1,665,670,900 6.43% 59%

Broken glass or ceramic Glass 1,515,466,900 5.85% 64%

Other metal Metal 1,443,077,800 5.57% 61%

Food packaging film Plastic 1,150,247,600 4.44% 45%

Other expanded polystyrene Plastic 1,037,210,400 4.01% 76%

Other items Other 688,046,500 2.66% 80%

Other food waste Organics 647,520,300 2.50% 70%

Total Waterway Littered Items 25,895,018,800 76%

Accounting for 76% of all waterway litter, 
the top ten littered items fell into the 
following material categories:

Other
24%

Metal
7%

Plastic
45%

Paper
13% Glass

8%

Organics
3%
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2020 Litter Study – Non-Roadway Places

Sites
# of 
Sites

Littered 
Items/ 
1,000 
Sq. Ft.

# of 
pieces 4" 

or less

% of 
items less 
of items 

4" or less Paper Plastic Metal Glass Organics
Cigarette 

Butts
Tire 

Treads Other

Retail Shopping 29 63 60 96% 19.7% 16.8% 6.4% 1.0% 2.9% 47.4% 0.2% 5.5%

Local Recreation 29 45 43 96% 16.9% 31.6% 3.9% 1.4% 3.6% 29.6% 0.3% 12.5%

Mass Transit 29 124 113 91% 16.3% 19.4% 4.4% 1.4% 9.5% 45.3% 0.2% 3.5%

Construction 33 94 91 97% 11.2% 26.2% 2.5% 1.4% 1.2% 29.7% 17.4% 10.2%

Storm Drains 31 45 36 81% 15.2% 30.7% 8.9% 2.7% 3.3% 32.7% 1.4% 5.2%

Coastal 30 65 63 97% 6.4% 30.3% 1.9% 45.5% 2.9% 8.9% 0.0% 4.2%
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Imagine conducting a 
cleanup that will be the last 
cleanup ever needed
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Working with Communities to support action to 
instill sustainable lifestyles

Engaging Individuals – understanding needs, 
existing practices, and desired goals

Getting the Facts – identying environmental and 
economic benefits of reduction/substitution 
practices to achieve goals

Prioritizing Behaviors – waste reduction, 
substitution, or recycling & circular economy

Informing, Activating & Measuring –
infrastructure in the form of education, capital 
investment, or program activities, measure results, 
evaluate, and modify as necessary
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Engage the People
and what they care about…

Who needs to be at 
the table?
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Where will the 
cleanup take place?

What is the role of 
volunteers?



The Last Cleanup Ever Needed

What would a 4” 
and less litter 

cleanup look like?
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How will you establish 
a cultural norm to 

about litter?

How does a waterway 
cleanup look different 

from a roadway 
cleanup?



The Last Cleanup Ever Needed
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How do you measure 
results & provide 

feedback as part of a 
larger litter 

prevention solution?

What “infrastructure” 
or interventions are 

needed for the 
cleanup and to keep 
the area litter free?

What incentives 
would encourage 

affiliates and 
nonaffiliates to 
report results?
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Cigarette Litter Prevention 
Program (CLPP)
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CLPP Future Direction

Metrics/Technology

Program
CLPP

Identifying Target Area
Pre-Assessment
Program Implementation
Monitoring Measurement
Post-Assessment

Transition Point Study
& 

Model Ordinance
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Application Link for Free 
Cigarette Litter Receptacles

KAB Support
kab.org

kab.org/grants
kab.org/programs/cigarette-litter

surveymonkey.com/r/2022CigaretteStands

Randy Hartmann
rhartmann@kab.org


