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Introduction
BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVES

lllegal dumping is a significant problem in NSW, impacting local governments, state government, land
managers and members of the community. It costs hundreds of millions of dollars each year, significantly
harms health and the environment, and results in a loss of amenity and resources from the circular
economy.

lllegal dumping is a complex problem. From unintentional and unplanned actions through to intentional
and organised criminal activity, dumping involves materials that are diverse in scale and type, that arise
from many different sources and end up in many different types of location. Dumping is driven by
individual-level choices and behaviours, and social and contextual factors.

The NSW Environment Protection Authority (NSW EPA) has been working towards the goal of natural
environments and streetscapes in NSW being free of dumped waste through the implementation of
successive prevention strategies. To support this goal, NSW EPA has commissioned social research at
five-year intervals since 2014. This report summarises the third wave of qualitative and quantitative
social research findings completed in 2025. The purpose of this social research program is to assess
knowledge, attitudes and behaviours regarding illegal dumping; explore motivations and what prevents
people from changing their current behaviour; measure changes over time; and identify the groups that
have the greatest potential to improve their waste disposal behaviours to inform the way NSW EPA
targets its programs.

METHODOLOGY

Each wave of illegal dumping social research was completed over multiple stages and included
qualitative and quantitative data collection methods, as detailed in the following table. Research
activities were designed as much as possible to mirror previous waves to enable the identification of
changes over time. However, in both the 2019 and 2025 waves, adjustments were made to improve the
relevance, quality and alignment of each research component based on the latest contextual
information and new insights emerging from earlier parts of the research.

RESEARCH

COMPONENT 2014 2019 2025
Stakeholder qualitative n=44 participant n=16 participant n=14 participant
research organisations organisations organisations
Community member 2 focus groups 4 focus groups Online qualitative
qualitative research community (30 participants)
Online survey of n=1009 n=1000 n=1004
community members
Online survey of n=100 n=100 n=108
businesses
Online survey of councils n=64 n=42 n=64
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Key findings

The following table summarises key findings from the research including illegal dumping behaviour and
factors known to influence behaviour.

FACTOR
Behaviour

Self-reported
extent of illegal
dumping

LGA perspective

Capability

Psychological
capability

FINDING

The proportion of members of the public and businesses that self-reported
their own dumping dropped significantly since 2014 — from 36% to 13%
among community members and from 32% to 26% among businesses.

Kerbside dumping self-reported by members of the community has seen the
sharpest fall — down from 33% in 2014 to just 10% in 2025.

Although bulky household waste remains the most common type of
dumped item, dumping of all specific waste types has either decreased or
remained steady over the three survey waves.

Local governments perceive illegal dumping as a widespread, costly issue:

98% report itis a problemin their area; 20% say it is a major problem.
Kerbs, roadsides and bushland are the most common dumping hotspots.

LGAs face high and rising costs in dealing with illegal dumping — 1in 7
spends over $500K annually on clean-up and enforcement.

LGA stakeholders in the qualitative research, report illegal dumping as an
increasingly difficult issue to address.

The quantitative survey data reveals significant psychological capability gaps
that may be supporting illegal dumping behaviour:

Awareness of waste services varies, with 10% to 48% of community
members unaware of different disposal options in their local area and 25%-
40% of those aware of specific services but not sure of key details about
these, such as the frequency of bulky waste collections or how to book.

Most community members (75%-94%) and businesses (82%-94%) know
that different forms of dumping are illegal. Awareness of the illegality of
kerbside dumping has improved but 15% still incorrectly believe it is legal
and awareness that leaving green waste in a park is illegal has decreased
over time. Incorrect perceptions of legality are notably more prevalent
among people who have illegally dumped waste.

Low awareness of fines is widespread, with substantial underestimations of
their magnitude, especially for kerbside dumping. Community members and
businesses who have illegally dumped waste are more likely to
underestimate the fines for dumping some types of waste.
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Physical capability

Opportunity

Physical
opportunity

Social opportunity

Qualitative findings further illustrate confusion about legal disposal options,
particularly around kerbside dumping, and highlight a predominantly reactive
rather than proactive approach towards waste management decisions.

Very few community members report lacking the physical capability to dispose
of their waste lawfully. Only 1% say they have difficulties taking their waste to a
waste disposal facility due to health, age, or mobility limitations and just 5% do
not hold a driver’s license.

Challenges for older adults or those with limited mobility in managing bulky
items were acknowledged in the qualitative research.

However, there were very few statistical differences between dumpers and non-
dumpers relating to any physical capability barriers to lawful disposal of waste
that were measured.

The research highlights a number of physical opportunity barriers to lawful
waste disposal that may drive illegal dumping:

e Cost of disposal continues to be a barrier for some, with 46% of community
members and 40% of businesses agreeing that disposal costs are too high.
Dumpers are significantly more likely than non-dumpers to cite costs as a
factor driving consideration of dumping. Qualitatively, councils also confirm
that fee increases coincide with dumping spikes, particularly for problematic
waste types like asbestos and tyres.

e Access tosuitable transportation is also a factor, with some citing this as the
reason it is difficult for them to use waste disposal facilities. However,
community members that engage in dumping are more likely to have access
to a ute, van or truck, suggesting access to a vehicle also provides
opportunity to dump waste, particularly on secluded roadsides, and public
and private land.

e  Although most community members (72%) and businesses (76%) are
located within one hour’s drive of their nearest waste facility, perceived
distance remains an obstacle for some. Perceived distance from a waste
disposal facility is also strongly associated with dumping behaviours.

e Inthe qualitative research, stakeholders and community members felt that
waste service gaps, particularly in regional, rural, and remote areas, are
contributing significantly to illegal dumping.

Quantitative data demonstrates a strong link between exposure to illegal
dumping and subsequent participation in such activities. A significant
proportion (47%-74%) of community members report having seen or heard
of others engaging in dumping, and dumpers are more likely to report this
than non-dumpers. However, reports of directly witnessing dumping by
people one knows have decreased slightly over recent years, while having
seen or heard of dumping by strangers has increased.
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Motivation

Automatic
motivation

Reflective
motivation

Ongoing social acceptance of illegal dumping is apparent, particularly for
kerbside dumping, though this has decreased over time. The data suggests
there has been increasing tolerance over the survey waves of green and
household waste being dumped in parks.

Qualitative findings illustrate how social norms contribute to the
normalisation of certain dumping behaviours. Kerbside dumping, specifically
when framed as community-minded or environmentally friendly reuse, is
often viewed positively by members of the community. Dumping hotspots,
where waste accumulation appears acceptable further reinforce social
acceptance and encourage dumping.

Qualitative findings identify several automatic factors motivating dumping,
including convenience-driven, habitual, or crisis-induced dumping, notably
during periods of economic stress or unexpected personal crises (e.g.
needing to move house abruptly, financial pressures).

Community members’ emotional responses to dumping appear to be
significantly context-dependent, ranging from positive feelings evoked by
the idea of kerbside reuse, tolerance of or indifference to dumping where
intentions are ambiguous, through to intense negative emotions (shock,
anger, disgust) in response to explicitly illegal and/or patently harmful
dumping situations.

Cost-benefit decision-making: Evidenced in the data was an economic
rationalisation underpinning dumping, particularly when enforcement risk is
perceived as low. For businesses particularly, fines appear to be insufficient
deterrents, with stakeholders suggesting they may be factored into some
businesses’ operational costs. Among community members, there appears
also to be decreased certainty over time that illegal dumpers will be caught
or fined, potentially weakening the power of perceived consequences of
dumping to act as a deterrent.

Behavioural intentions: The prospect of environmental harm reportedly
deters community members and businesses from dumping waste in public
places (81% of community members and 76% of businesses agree they
wouldn’t consider dumping for this reason). However, actual dumpers are
significantly less likely to be motivated to refrain from dumping for this
reason.

Sense of personal responsibility: Quantitative data indicates a low self-
reported likelihood among the community of reportingillegal dumping
incidents. Qualitative findings confirm that there is a diffusion of perceived
responsibility for preventing and responding to illegal dumping, significantly
reducing proactive community enforcement of anti-dumping norms.
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Detailed findings
COMMUNITY MEMBERS AND BUSINESSES GENERATING WASTE
Change inillegal dumping over time

In the current survey wave, 13% of community members and 26% of businesses indicated having used
one of four illegal dumping methods to dispose of their household waste over the previous 12 months.

Over the last decade, there has been a significant decline in community members reporting having used
illegal dumping methods, from 36% in 2014. Declines were observed in the proportion of community
members disposing of household waste:

e onthe kerbside when no council collection was scheduled or booked (from 33% to 10%)

e onotherroadsides (from 8% to 3%)

e onpublicland (from 8% to 2%)

e onsomeone else’s land (from 7% to 2%).
Declines over the last decade were also observed in the proportion of businesses having disposed of
their business waste illegally:

e onthe roadside outside their premises (from 24% to 10%)

e onotherroadsides (from 15% to 6%).
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Figure 1. Community use of illegal dumping methods for any type of household waste
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Q4. Which of the following methods have you used to dispose of each of these things in the last 12 months? All waste types illegally dumped by wave
BASE: ALL PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=1,009, 2019 N=1,000, 2025 N=1,004

Figure 2. Business use of illegal dumping methods for any type of business waste
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Q5. And which of the following methods have you used to dispose of waste from your business in the last 12 months? All waste types illegally dumped by wave
BASE: ALL PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=100, 2019 N=103, 2025 N=108
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Furniture, white goods and other bulky items, garden waste, household recyclables and general
household waste were the most common types of waste community members report illegally dumping
in the last 12 months. Self-reported illegal dumping of a range of waste types has declined over the last
decade, with the exception of old clothing and bedding, vehicle tyres and asbestos, which have remained

unchanged.

General waste (12%) was the most common type of business waste reported to have been illegally
dumped in the last 12 months, followed by hazardous waste (10%) and furniture, white goods and other
bulky items (10%). The proportion of businesses reporting illegal dumping of different waste types has
largely remained unchanged over time, with the exception of illegal dumping of construction or
demolition materials, which has decreased significantly since 2014.

Figure 3. Types of household waste disposed of using illegal dumping methods
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o
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15%
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Furniture, white goods or bulky household items

Garden waste
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Hazardous chemicals (such as paint, motor oil, batteries or 29
pesticide) : /
1%
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Asbestos or material containing asbestos | 1%
1%
0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Q4. Which of the following methods have you used to dispose of each of these things in the last 12 months? All waste types illegally dumped by wave
BASE: ALL PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=1,009, 2019 N=1,000, 2025 N=1,004
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Figure 4. Types of business waste disposed of using illegal dumping methods
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BASE: ALL PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=100, 2019 N=103, 2025 N=108

Who in the community is dumping waste?

Certain demographic groups among the general community were more likely to use any form of illegal
dumping to dispose of household waste in the last 12 months. These include people who:

e areagedunder 30years

e areemployed

e arein middle income households - earning between $60K -$150K per year

e liveinarental property

e identify as having an Australian cultural background

e have not renovated their home in the last 12 months

e ownor have access to a trailer, ute, van or truck that can transport large items

e live over 30 minutes away from their nearest waste facility

e liveina LGA with no landfill/tip or with just one bookable bulky waste collection a year.
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These findings somewhat counter the stereotype that low-income groups are more likely to engage in
illegal dumping. Many dumpers appear to have the resources to dispose of waste legally but may be
prioritising convenience, cost avoidance, or habit. Stakeholders participating in qualitative interviews
described transient populations, particularly renters and short-term tenants, as key sources of kerbside
dumping.

Awareness of illegality of dumping waste

As in previous survey waves, the vast majority of community members and businesses surveyed in 2025
were aware that leaving their waste in public places is not legal, with between 74% and 94% indicating
this in respect of each of the five disposal circumstances described in the survey. However, a surprisingly
large number of people do not understand the boundaries of legal versus illegal behaviour, for example:

e 15% of community members that believe it is legal to leave furniture on the roadside when no
council clean-up is scheduled or booked

e 11% of community members and 11% of businesses that believe it is legal to leave green waste
inapark

e 6% of community members and 6% of businesses that believe it is legal to leave waste on the
side of the road

e 5% of community members and 4% of businesses that believe it is legal to leave waste in a park

e 3% of community members and 7% of businesses that believe it is legal to leave waste in
bushland

e 2% of community members and 8% of businesses that believe it is legal to leave asbestos waste
in a public place

Among community members, awareness of the illegality of kerbside and roadside dumping has
increased over the last decade. However, awareness that leaving green or household waste in a park is
not legal has decreased over time. Business awareness that the following acts are not legal has also
significantly decreased over the last decade: leaving asbestos in a public place, leaving business waste in
bushland, leaving business waste in a park.

Lack of understanding of what constitutes illegal dumping is strongly associated with illegal dumping
overall and kerbside dumping, in particular among community members and businesses.

Qualitative research findings pointed to a grey zone of perceived legality, particularly around reuse
practices like leaving items on the kerbside in the hope that they would be picked up by other
community members for reuse. Stakeholders noted that this ambiguity fuels behaviour that starts with
good intent but ends in dumping. Online community participants were split on this issue — some
defended kerbside ‘gifting’ as environmentally responsible, while others saw it as shifting responsibility
for waste disposal and creating mess.
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Figure 5. Community awareness of illegality of dumping waste
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Figure 6. Business awareness of illegality of dumping waste

Leaving green waste in a park

Leaving asbestos in a public
place

Leaving business waste in
bushland

Leaving business waste on the
side of the road

Leaving business wastein a
park

= Not legal

1% 1l
2019 o IR
o P

2014
ey =

2014
oy,
2025

i

2014
2010 - A 2]
2025 T S A

0% 25% 50% 75%

Don'tknow m Legal

Q14. Some methods of waste disposal are legal, and others are not legal. Please indicate whether you think the following are legal or not legal? By wave

BASE: ALL PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=100, 2019 N=103, 2025 N=108

11

HEARTWARD

STRATEGIC

100%



24082 NSW EPA ILLEGAL DUMPING RESEARCH - SUMMARY REPORT

Social influences

According to community members, their waste decisions are predominantly influenced by their local
council, with 86% reporting their local council influences these decisions a little or a lot. Family and
friends are also major influences, with 75% and 71% respectively reporting that each of these have a
little or a lot of influence on their waste decisions. Over the last decade, community members have been
increasingly more likely to indicate that each of the sources mentioned in this survey question (see
Figure 5) influences their waste decisions.

Among businesses, waste decisions are predominantly influenced by the managers in the business (97%
of businesses with managers report their managers influence these decisions a little or a lot). Local or
state government is also a strong influence, with 81% reporting that government exerts a little or a lot of
influence on their business waste decisions. Even the group least considered influential - other
businesses in the industry - reportedly exerts at least some influence over the waste decisions of 57% of
surveyed businesses. These figures have remained steady over the last decade.

The perceived influence of similar others appears to promote less lawful decision making for
community members: those who engage in illegal dumping (and also kerbside dumping specifically) are
more likely than non-dumpers to say that people they know influence their decision making about waste
disposal. The opposite relationship holds for businesses that engage in dumping, who are more likely to
say that other businesses (in their industry and outside of their industry) do not influence their decision-
making at all. Overall, 82% of community members and 88% of businesses surveyed in 2025 had seen or
heard of someone disposing of waste using one of the four illegal dumping methods. Over the last
decade, there has generally been an increase in the proportion of community members and businesses
reporting having seen or heard of someone disposing of waste using illegal methods, particularly in
relation to roadside dumping and dumping on private and public land. The proportion of community
members and businesses reporting having seen or heard of someone engaging in kerbside dumping has
increased only since the previous survey wave. Having seen or heard of others dumping was
significantly associated with dumping oneself, with community dumpers and business dumpers more
likely to have seen or heard of anyone dumping using these methods.
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Figure 7. Influence of others on community waste disposal decisions
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BASE: ALL PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=1,009, 2019 N=1,000, 2025 N=1,004

Figure 8. Influence of others on business waste disposal decisions
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Perceived acceptability of dumping

Community members and businesses generally perceive illegal dumping to be more unacceptable than
acceptable, with between 8 and 9 in 10 indicating that each of a range of illegal dumping activities is
somewhat to very unacceptable and no more than 1 in 10 seeing these activities as acceptable.
However, when probed further, leaving items on the kerbside was perceived to be more acceptable by
members of the community if the availability of the items had been posted on social media, with around
5in 10 disagreeing that this is completely okay to do but 2 in 10 agreeing that it is completely okay.

Perceptions of the acceptability of illegal dumping are strongly associated with illegal dumping and
kerbside dumping behaviours, with both community members and businesses engaging inillegal
dumping and kerbside dumping being more likely to see others engaging in any form of illegal dumping
as acceptable.

Over the last decade, community members increasingly consider kerbside dumping to be unacceptable.
However, over this time, fewer community members consider roadside dumping and dumping green/
garden waste and household waste in a park to be unacceptable. Similarly, over the last decade,
businesses have become less opposed to most forms of illegal dumping, with fewer seeing it as very
unacceptable for someone in their business to leave waste in public places.

Figure 9. Social acceptability of illegal dumping of household waste

m Very unacceptable mUnacceptable ® Somewhat unacceptable Neither ® Somewhat acceptable ™ Acceptable = Very acceptable
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Q10. How would you view another person’s behaviour if they... By wave
BASE: ALL PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=1,009, 2019 N=1,000, 2025 N=1,004 NOTE: NOT ALL SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCES SHOWN DUE TO CHART COMPLEXITY
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Figure 10. Perceived acceptability of illegal dumping of business waste
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Perceived likelihood of getting caught and fined for illegal dumping

Between 20% - 32% of community members and around half of businesses perceive that it is probable
to certain that they would be caught or fined for leaving waste in public. Both community members and
businesses perceive it most likely that they would be caught and fined for kerbside dumping and least
likely that they would be caught and fined for leaving waste in bushland and around charity clothing
bins.

Since the last survey wave, community members have become less certain that they would be caught
and fined for leaving waste in any of a range of public locations. Businesses, however, have increasingly
perceived it likely over the last decade that they would be caught and fined for leaving waste in bushland
and around charity clothing bins.

Perceptions of the likelihood of being caught and fined for illegal dumping are generally not significantly
related toillegal dumping behaviour.
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Figure 11. Perceived likelihood of being caught and fined for leaving waste in public places
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Figure 12. Perceived likelihood of being caught and fined for leaving waste in public places
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Influence of environmental consequences on likely behaviour

The perceived environmental and personal consequences of illegal dumping are a motivator for most
community members and businesses to refrain from considering illegal dumping. The majority of
community members and businesses agree that they wouldn’t consider leaving waste in a public place
because of:

e the environmental damage (81% of community members and 76% of businesses)
e thesize of the fine (62% of community members and 62% of businesses)

e worries about getting caught (61% of community members and 57% of businesses).

The survey findings also show some relationship between consideration of the consequences of
dumping waste and dumping behaviour, in that those who engage in illegal dumping or kerbside
dumping are less likely to agree with these propositions.

Significant changes in responses to these statements over time suggest community members and
businesses are becoming less likely to see the consequences of illegal dumping as a reason to refrain
from dumping. This indicates that existing deterrence messages may be losing persuasive power:
stakeholders participating in qualitative interviews described fines, enforcement and the threat of
prosecution as insufficiently motivating to many to refrain from dumping. Online qualitative community
participants also expressed a belief that people don’t tend to get caught for illegal dumping or know they
will get away with it.

Figure 13. Community agreement with statements about the consequences of illegal dumping

m Strongly disagree ® Tend to disagree ® Neither = Don'tknow ®Tend to agree W Strongly agree

2014 3% 6% &% 19% 63%
| wouldn’t consider leaving

any wastein apublic place 2019 18% 72%

becauseit is damag{ng to the 2025 SEREETN 20% 62% ¥
environment

| wouldn't consider leaving 2014 6% 19% 4%
waste in a public pla.nce 2019 79 16% 259
because | would be worried
about the size of the fine 2025 § 8% 21% 27%

| wouldn't consider leaving 2014 ' 6% 20% 4% 23% 33%
waste in a public place 2019 s S 17% 259% 40%
because | would be too

worried about getting caught 2025 : 8% 21% A % 27% 34%

| would consider leaving 2014 17% 18% v 10% 4%

certain types of waste in

public place, if wouldn’t 2019 23% SE 9% A%
damage the environment 555 = 25% 12% 4 B 7% 4%
0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Q14. For each of the following statements, please indicate whether you strongly agree, tend to agree, neither agree nor disagree, tend to disagree or strongly
disagree. By wave
BASE: ALL PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=1,009, 2019 N=1,000, 2025 N=1,004
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Figure 14. Business agreement with statements about the consequences of illegal dumping

m Strongly disagree ™ Tend to disagree ™ Neither ~ Don'tknow ™ Tend to agree M Strongly agree

| wouldn't consider leaving 2014 EREC A 75%
any waste_from my busmes.s N 2519 6% =
a public place because it is

damaging to the environment 2025 4% 16% 16% 60%

| wouldn't consider leaving 5514 6% I 11% 27% 45%
waste from my business ina

public place because lwould 2019 8% 15% 15% 51%
be worried about the size of

the fine 2025 6% 24% 19% 44%

I wouldn’t consider leaving 5514 4% 19% 23% 43%
waste from my business ina

public place hecause Iwould 2019 9% 17% 15% 51%

be too worried about getting . S N . .
caught 2025 5% 27% & 20% 37% v

I would consider leaving 2014 14% 1% k1 11% 5%

certain types of waste from

my business in public place,if 2019 & 15% 12% & 9% 9%

it wouldn’t damage the

environment 2025 15% 21% %16% | 6%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Q13. For each of the following statements, please indicate whether you strongly agree, tend to agree, neither agree nor disagree, tend to disagree or strongly
disagree. By wave

BASE: ALL PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=100, 2019 N=103, 2025 N=108

LOCAL GOVERNMENTS
Perceptions of the extent of illegal dumping among councils and land managers

Almost all (98%) of the LGAs surveyed in 2025 consider illegal dumping to be a problem in their local
area and 68% also consider illegal landfilling to be a problem.

Of those indicating illegal dumping is a problem in their area, 73% report waste being left on the
roadside is a particular problem in their LGA (27% major problem, 46% moderate problem). Similar
proportions of LGAs report waste being left in bushland is a major (22%) or moderate (49%) problemin
their LGA.

The proportion of LGAs reporting illegal landfilling is not a problem significantly decreased from 2019 to
2025, returning to the level reported by LGAs in 2014.
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Figure 15. Perceived extent of illegal dumping and illegal landfilling problem in NSW LGAs
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Q4. To what extent is illegal dumping and illegal landfilling a problem in your council area? By wave
Q4a. To what extent are these types of illegal dumping a problem in your council area? 2025

Q4 BASE: ALL PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=63, 2019 N=42, 2025 N=64
Q4a BASE: PARTICIPANTS REPORTING ILLEGAL DUMPING AS A PROBLEM IN THEIR COUNCIL AREA 2025 N=63

Change inillegal dumping

When asked about the changes they have observed in levels of illegal dumping of different waste types
over the last five years, LGAs more commonly reported an increase in illegal dumping than a decrease
for all waste types. A net increase in illegal dumping (those reporting an increase minus those reporting a
decrease) was most commonly reported for the following waste types:

e Household waste - 48% net increase in illegal dumping
e Construction and demolition waste - 34% net increase

e Usedtyres-31% netincrease

e Carsand car parts - 27% net increase, with the proportion indicating an increase in dumping of this
waste type significantly larger than in 2019.

Smaller (though still positive) net increases in illegal dumping over the last five years were reported for
asbestos waste (17%), green waste (17%), dumping around charity bins and shops (11%), illegal landfill
(11%) and e-waste (3%).

Activity among organised illegal dumping networks in local council areas over the last five years was
more commonly reported by LGAs to have increased (28%) than to have decreased (5%), resultingin a
net reported increase of 23%.

LGA stakeholders participating in qualitative interviews reinforced this by noting that, while household
dumping may have stabilised in some LGAs, dumping in bushland, new developments, and rural
roadsides continues to increase.
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Impacts of illegal dumping

Total costs to council fromillegal dumping and illegal landfilling vary across LGAs:

one in seven (14%) report total estimated costs in excess of $500,000 per year

one in six (16%) report annual costs between $100,000 to $500,000

one in three (32%) report annual costs of up to $100,000.

The greatest costs to councils appear to be associated with clean up and disposal (with 20% spending
over $100,000 per annum on this), followed by enforcement (14% spend over $100,000 per annum),
education (6%) and other activities (3%).

Figure 16. Estimated costs to LGAs from illegal dumping and illegal landfilling
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Q11a. Please provide the approximate cost per year to your council from illegal dumping and illegal landfilling, by activity. By wave

ENFORCEMENT/ LEGAL BASE: SELECTED PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=58, 2019 N=42,2025 N=64
CLEAN UP AND DISPOSAL BASE: SELECTED PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=57, 2019 N=42,2025 N=64
EDUCATION BASE: SELECTED PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=54, 2019 N=42,2025 N=64

OTHER ACTIVITIES BASE: SELECTED PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=47, 2019 N=42,2025 N=64
TOTAL COST PER YEAR BASE: SELECTED PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=54, 2019 N=42,2025 N=64
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Surveyed LGAs most commonly identified the following reasons for dumping of different types of waste:

20

unwillingness to pay was the most commonly selected reason for why household waste, green
waste, construction and demolition waste, asbestos, cars and car parts, used tyres and illegal landfill

are dumped

convenience was the most commonly selected reason for why e-waste is dumped and why dumping
occurs around charity shops and bins

an uncaring attitude - more often selected for household and green waste and used tyres than other

waste types

HEARTWARD

STRATEGIC



24082 NSW EPA ILLEGAL DUMPING RESEARCH - SUMMARY REPORT

e low awareness of the impacts - more often selected for household and green waste and dumping
around charity shops and bins than other waste types

e insufficient surveillance - more often selected for asbestos, used tyres and construction and
demolition waste than other waste types

e Also notable, was that the profit motive, ‘to make money’, was far more commonly selected by LGAs
as areason for dumping asbestos, construction and demolition waste and illegal landfilling, than for
other waste types.

Stakeholders participating in qualitative interviews also reinforced this last point above, describing an
environment where businesses engage in cost-cutting disposal, generating profits by dumping illegally.
It was perceived that operators such as this were rife on classified-type platforms like Facebook
Marketplace or Airtasker.

Initiatives and strategies to reduce illegal dumping

LGAs most commonly report using surveillance (83%), signage (81%), fines and enforcement (73%) and
community education (69%) as strategies to reduce illegal dumping and/or illegal landfilling in their
council area.

However, when asked what they perceived to be the most effective measures to prevent dumping of
different types of waste, LGAs most commonly selected:

e awareness and education - most commonly selected as the most effective prevention measure for
household waste (77%), e-waste (78%), dumping around charity bins and shops (70%), green waste
(69%) and illegal landfill (61%)

e enforcement - most commonly selected as the most effective prevention measure for asbestos
(78%), construction and demolition waste (73%), cars and car parts (64%) and used tyres (64%).
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Figure 17. Strategies or initiatives used by LGAs to reduce illegal dumping and/or illegal landfilling
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Q17: What initiatives or strategies, if any, has your council used to reduce illegal dumping and/or illegal landfilling? By wave
BASE: ALL PARTICIPANTS 2014 N=63, 2019 N=42, 2025 N=64
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Conclusions

Illegal dumping can be thought of as a signal that indicates where services fall short, rules
are unclear, or where what is socially acceptable is different to what regulation requires.
Effectively addressing illegal dumping requires a systemic response, focused on shaping
behaviour, that aligns capability, opportunity, and motivation at every level, and that
targets audiences most likely to yield improvements.

1. lllegal dumping is widespread, systemic and situational

lllegal dumping is a persistent and significant issue, affecting streetscapes, roadsides, construction
zones, and protected bushland. While the self-reported dumping in the community has decreased over
the past decade, among businesses, the level of reported dumping has not significantly changed.

This research reveals dumping to be a behavioural response to structural issues and gaps. Dumping
adapts to opportunity; and people and businesses dump when they face costs, confusion, pressures or
limited options; and where enforcement appears weak, signage or physical barriers are absent, or others
are perceived to be doing the same. In this sense, dumping is a situational behaviour rather than a fixed
identity.

2. Cost and inconvenience are key triggers, but are insufficient on their own

Across all audiences, cost - including tip fees, waste levies, and fuel and transport costs - was the most
frequently cited barrier to legal bulky waste disposal. However, evidence points to cost alone being
insufficient to drive illegal dumping. Instead, cost can become a tipping point when it is combined with
issues such as poor access, unclear rules or a belief or observation that others dump waste.

People and businesses typically want to do the right thing, but when the cost, effort, or complexity of
legal disposal becomes too high, illegal dumping can become a rationalised alternative. Cost can best be
understood as a catalyst rather than the cause of illegal dumping, which highlights the need to address
the total disposal experience to make legal disposal the easier and more obvious path.

3. Gaps in access and service delivery are practical barriers to legal disposal

Even where the intention is to dispose of waste legally, there can be practical issues that contribute to
illegal dumping. Barriers to legal disposal include limited or infrequent bulk waste collections, distance
to waste facilities, lack of a trailer or other suitable vehicle, waste facility hours, and confusion around

booking systems, item limits, or pickup rules.

These practical issues can turn legal disposal into a burden, especially during high-stress periods like
moving house, dealing with bereavement, or completing a renovation. The result may be that people
who are willing to comply cannot easily do so and may engage in illegal dumping out of need or
frustration.

4. Confusionis widespread, especially around kerbside dumping and reuse

Overall awareness of the concept of illegal dumping is high, though knowledge of what is and is not
allowed in specific contexts is poor. Items are frequently left on the kerb as a perceived act of generosity
or sustainability. The assumption is that if the item is usable, labelled "free" or posted on social media, it
is not dumping and that if it disappears quickly no harm has been done. Well-meaning but technically
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illegal behaviour or unintentional non-compliance results, which may be best served by an educational
rather than enforcement response.

When it comes to dumping, perceived intentions matter, presentation matters and urgency matters -
with dumping sometimes reframed as a positive act. Moral reasoning is applied contrary to waste
regulations, leading to inconsistent behaviour and less inclination to comply. There is a lack of clarity
about eligibility for clean-ups, item restrictions and volume limits, again leading to unintentional non-
compliance, as well as enforcement gaps and the formation of waste hotspots.

5. Social norms and dumping visibility shape behaviour

Dumping behaviour is shaped by social norms. In some areas, this means that placing reusable items on
the kerbside was seen as generous, environmentally conscious and culturally embedded. Framing such
dumping as an act of community-mindedness means the behaviour can be resistant to formal regulation.

Dumping is socially contagious, with clear signs of others’ dumping inferring that it is tolerated,
particularly for kerbside dumping, in industrial areas or construction sites, regional bushland and
backroads. Visibility of others dumping may lead to perceived normality and reduced perceived risk of
being caught and fined.

6. Responsibility for illegal dumping is fragmented

Dumping persists in part because no one actor feels fully responsible for preventing it. Residents may
assume councils or landlords will manage waste left behind by others, businesses may rely on
contractors without checking disposal practices, councils want consistent funding and cross-council
collaboration, and public land managers may lack the authority or resources to act.

If there is no clear, shared sense of who is responsible for waste, dumping can flourish in the gaps -
nature strips, laneways, building sites, across council borders - where ownership and accountability are
unclear. Responsibility for waste disposal is often assumed to lie with someone else, especially in
relation to multi-unit dwellings, areas with lots of construction activity or new housing developments,
and regional areas with multiple landholders and overlapping jurisdictions.

7. Enforcement continues to be an insufficient deterrent toillegal dumping

While public support for enforcement is high, most people continue to believe that dumpers will likely
get away with it. Dumping persists because some are unaware of penalties, some believe they will not be
caught and, even if caught, that they will not be fined or the penalty will not be significant or not able to
be enforced. This results in a weakened deterrent effect.

Enforcement can be undermined by technical barriers to identifying dumpers, lack of witnesses willing
to testify and complexity of proving intent, especially in reuse scenarios. Though people may question
whether enforcement is an effective tool, they still support stronger enforcement, suggesting that laws
are current seen more as symbolic.

8. Concern for the environment is common, but may not be enough

Community members express strong concern for the environmental consequences of dumping,
indicating it is a reason they would not consider dumping. Protection of bushland and waterways,
prevention of harm to wildlife and keeping communities clean and liveable are highly valued. When
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dumping is visible, hazardous or has a direct environmental impact, people express anger, disgust, guilt
and a desire to act.

In the moment, however, these values and concerns may be overridden by practical needs and beliefs.
When dumping is inconspicuous, presented as reuse, or is part of a stressful or urgent event, emotional
drivers to safe and legal disposal weaken. For environmental values to influence behaviour, they need to
be linked with convenient legal disposal options, social reinforcement and personal relevance.

9. Educationis necessary but insufficient on its own to create and sustain behavioural change

Education is essential to raise awareness, challenge assumptions and build long-term waste disposal
literacy, but some may know their dumping is illegal and justify it as the result of a lack viable
alternatives or feel their behaviour is justified for other reasons. Education is essential but on its own is
likely to be inadequate to meaningfully shift behaviour, which may require structural enablers such as
accessible and inclusive services.

Education may be most effective when it is targeted to specific groups, is based on scenarios that are
emotionally resonant, situationally relevant and relatable, and delivered through trusted messengers.
LGAs are seeking funding support so their educational efforts can be consistent and clear, rather than
reactive or piecemeal.

10. Council interventions treat symptoms more than root causes given current resources

For LGAs, illegal dumping is both a major concern and a major outlay. Councils are at the frontline of
illegal dumping, yet they report lacking the resources, funding stability or enforcement weight to
proactively prevent dumping. The focus is on reactive intervention measures like signage and clean-up
blitzes, or CCTV cameras and short-term interventions.

Councils described feeling under pressure from residents to fix dumping, while struggling to prosecute
effectively due to legal complexity, lack of evidence or cross-border dumping. Some do not collect data
to inform their activities to address illegal dumping and of those that do collect data, many do not or are
unable to use it strategically, indicating some potential for capacity building programs for strategic use
of data. Councils suggest there is a mismatch between their responsibility and their capability to bring
about long-term change.

11. Opportunity is the strongest driver of illegal dumping behaviour

Physical and social opportunity emerge as the most significant and widespread contributors to illegal
dumping behaviour. Physical opportunity drives behaviour through disposal fees, transport costs,
service gaps, and access issues. Social opportunity influences dumping through social norms, moral
reasoning based on assumed intent, observed and assumed actions of others, and diffuse accountability.

The motivation to dump waste or to refrain from dumping also has both automatic (less conscious) and
reflective (more conscious) aspects. Habit and convenience-seeking, and community and business
ambivalence towards dumping are automatic responses to waste disposal that often support illegal
behaviours. Community members and businesses also more consciously weigh up the cost versus the
benefit of illegal and legal waste disposal and perceive negative personal consequences of dumping to be
unlikely. In this context, interventions that reduce friction and increase visibility of legal options may be
most effective.

Finally, some members of the community clearly lack the psychological capability to dispose of waste
legally - including lacking knowledge about the availability and operation of waste services, and
confusion around the legality of disposal actions such as kerbside dumping and dumping of green waste.
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PRIORITY AUDIENCES

This research indicates that the biggest change to illegal dumping in NSW is likely to come from
strategies aimed at the audiences who most impact illegal dumping behaviour, either directly or through
influencing the behaviour of others. The following priority audiences are recommended based on
research evidence regarding prevalence of dumping, level of influence over others’ dumping, distinct
attitudes and behaviours and feasibility of intervention:

Priority audience: Construction businesses and tradespeople

Construction businesses may be an important audience due to the potential scale of, and risk posed by
the waste they generate across both urban growth areas and regional development corridors. This can
be magnified by the repeated nature of commercial dumping and its potential to influence others.

Businesses often operate within cost-sensitive and mobile work environments and may sub-contract
waste removal to third parties with minimal oversight or checks on disposal practices. Dumpers in this
audience may rationalise their non-compliance and take opportunities to dump when they present
themselves.

Priority audience: Owners where there is a values-action gap

The majority of homeowners who illegally dump (intentionally or unintentionally) do so even though
they see dumping as unacceptable. Owners may have lower overall rates of dumping than non-owners,
but as two-thirds of the population are homeowners, owner-dumpers outnumber tenants who dump,
including among those who engage in kerbside dumping.

The research indicates that the civic-mindedness of homeowners is not always reflected in their
behaviour. Owners can feel concerned about dumping, seeing it as wrong or irresponsible, and be
inclined to report it to council, while also justifying that sometimes under the circumstances breaking
the rules is unavoidable. Misperceptions of what constitutes illegal dumping as well as pragmatic
justifications of their own dumping behaviours, can reveal a gap between what they say and what they
do.

Priority audience: Tenants in rental properties including public housing and multi-
unit dwellings

Tenants who live in private rentals, public housing, and multi-unit dwellings represent around a third of
those illegally dumping in NSW. With less stable living situations, higher mobility, space limitations, cost
sensitivities and limited control over their surroundings, tenants may feel more detached from waste
concerns, be less inclined to report to council and see items left kerbside as a form of community reuse.

This audience experiences more difficulties and practical challenges with bulky waste disposal in terms
of income, drivers’ licences and suitable vehicle access, as well as a lack of awareness of waste services,
collection booking systems and features of collection services in their area. For tenants, circumstances
can impact how they engage with household waste and their kerbside dumping may characterised by
urgency, limited options and a lack of ill intent.
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Priority audience: Small waste removal operators

Small-scale waste removal operators, including handy people or businesses offering informal collection
services through online platforms, are an emerging priority due the growth of informal gig work, the
proliferation of digital platforms and of their potential as enablers of illegal dumping. Small operators
may not generate waste but handle its disposal on behalf of households and small businesses, offering
low-cost services that can lead to improper and unlawful waste disposal.

The key issue is the absence of oversight by industry, regulatory bodies or customers. Waste may be
dumped by these small operators to avoid landfill or tipping fees and generate a profit. This is a growing
concern, particularly in high-density or rapidly developing areas where demand for low-cost waste
removal may be higher.

Priority audience: Local Government

Councils, community and businesses agree that councils are positioned at the frontline of the major
issue of illegal dumping, being responsible for community education, service delivery, monitoring and
enforcement, and clean up. Yet LGAs report focusing on reactive or short-term prevention measures
and limited use of data, due to a lack of resources, funding instability or insufficient enforcement weight.

Councils place a high value on state involvement such as provision of multi-year funding, coordination of
cross-jurisdictional enforcement (such as RID squads), standardised service benchmarks and
communications, training, data tools, and enforcement support. They appreciate that systemic action
will more effectively treat the root causes of illegal dumping.
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