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50% LITTER REDUCTION ACHIEVED IN COOKS RIVER CATCHMENT 
A MAJOR MILESTONE FOR HEALTHIER RIVER 

 

SUMMARY 
The latest litter monitoring data confirms that the Cooks River catchment has achieved and 
exceeded its target of ‘50% less litter by 2025’, marking a major milestone in rehabilitating the 
river and improving environmental outcomes across the catchment. The target has been 
achieved through sustained, coordinated action supported by effective partnerships between 
the Cooks River Alliance members and the NSW Environment Protection Authority (NSW EPA) 
and robust monitoring data. 

 

DELIVERING ON THE STRATEGY VISION 
The Cooks River Litter Prevention Strategy recognised that litter prevention required a "sustained, 
coordinated effort" and an approach that is "better informed by local monitoring data" and 
delivered collaboratively across government, community and industry.  

Litter prevention is central to this vision because: 

• Litter impacts local flora and fauna, waterways, and the marine environment 
• Approximately 70-80% of ocean plastic pollution originates from land-based sources, 

reinforcing the need for catchment action (Ritchie, 2021) 
• Urban litter is a known source of microplastics in waterways (Österlund, et al., 2023) 

While the 50% target has been achieved, litter remains a significant challenge for the Cooks 
River. Ongoing monitoring through ALM and KLIS will continue to guide future litter prevention 
initiatives and ensure progress is maintained, supporting the broader vision of "a loved and 
healthy river valley enriching the heart of Sydney." 

 

EVIDENCE FROM CATCHMENT AND ESTUARY MONITORING 
Progress has been measured using the Strategy’s recommended data framework: 

1. Key Litter Items Study (KLIS) – litter in the estuary 

KLIS monitoring demonstrates a clear long-term downward trend in marine litter entering the 
Cooks River estuary, despite natural year-to-year variability. As per the KLIS data: 

• The 2024–25 financial year recorded an average litter density of 553 items per 1,000m², 
representing a 58% reduction from the provisional baseline (from year 2018-19) of 1,301 
items per 1,000m². 

• A more stable measure, the three-year average from 2022–23 to 2024–25 was 610 items 
per 1,000m², a 53% reduction, confirming that the catchment has successfully 
achieved the target of 50% less litter by 2025. 
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• Total Litter reduced from 1502 items per 1,000m² in 2018 to 506 items per 1,000m² in 
2025 demonstrating a downward trajectory in litter over time. 
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2. Australian Litter Measure (ALM) – litter in the catchment 

Complementing the estuary monitoring, Australian Litter Measure (ALM) surveys undertaken 
across residential, retail, recreational and industrial land uses have established an important 
baseline for litter in the urban catchment. As per ALM data: 

• Current baseline (2024-25) across urban land uses is 591 items per 1,000m² 
• Earlier surveys recorded much higher levels, e.g. 868.8 items per 1,000m² (Dec 2022) 
• Key supporting insights – Residential areas show a decreasing trend in litter while 

Industrial sources remain key contributors but show overall decline 
• Across all ALM surveys, cigarette butts have consistently remained the most littered 

item, followed by food and confectionery wrappers. 

ALM data shows a clear downward trend in litter across urban land uses, indicating reduced 
inputs from the catchment 

 

Figure: Mean litter densities across Industrial (IND), Recreational Park (RPK), Residential (RES) and Retail site (RET) types in the 
Cooks River location across ALM surveys (shown on x-axis, data for different surveys S1, S2 etc.). 

 

Observations and Emerging trends 

Consumer packaging continues to dominate litter profiles: KLIS category chart shows 
confectionery/snack packaging, takeaway, and beverage litter as the largest categories in the 
estuary. Likewise, ALM surveys consistently identify cigarette butts and food and confectionery 
wrappers as the most common whole items across urban land uses. 

Different land uses show different trends: Residential sites show a declining trend, suggesting 
that existing litter prevention measures could have a positive effect. In contrast, retail and 
recreational park sites show fluctuating trends, particularly during summer holidays. 

Persistent litter items: Plastic remains the most littered material in both data sets. This is 
reflected in KLIS data how plastics account for approximately 75–85% of litter in the estuary while 
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60–65% of litter in ALM land-based surveys for the urban environment are plastic-based, 
including food wrappers, bottle lids and miscellaneous plastic items. The charts show that 
plastics become even more dominant in the estuarine environment than on land reflecting the 
fact that plastic items are buoyant, durable and persist longer in waterways than other materials. 
Additionally, cigarette butts, confectionery wrappers and takeaway food packaging continue to 
dominate both datasets, indicating that behaviour change, and targeted source reduction 
programs remain essential. 

Relationship: The two datasets strongly complement each other. ALM measures litter in the 
catchment across different land uses, while KLIS measures the litter that ultimately reaches and 
accumulates in mangroves and estuarine environments. The similarity in dominant litter items 
across both datasets particularly food wrappers, takeaway packaging, bottle caps and cigarette 
butts suggests that litter observed in streets, parks, retail areas and industrial precincts is making 
its way through the stormwater network into Cooks River. 

Improvements observed: Analysis of both ALM and KLIS data indicates a notable reduction in 
several commonly littered items targeted by recent policy measures. In particular, decrease in 
beverage container litter and lightweight plastic items correspond with the introduction and 
maturation of the NSW Container Deposit Scheme (Return and Earn) and state-wide bans on a 
range of single-use plastic products. While plastic remains the dominant litter material in both 
datasets, the composition data suggests that many high-volume, avoidable litter items (e.g. 
plastic straws) are occurring less frequently than in earlier monitoring years. 

 

This achievement fulfils the ambitious target established in the Cooks River Litter Prevention 
Strategy 2021–2025, which set out to achieve "50% less litter by 2025" through sustained and 
coordinated action across the catchment. Overall, this gives confidence that the 50% litter 
reduction target for the Cooks River has been achieved indicating that policies, infrastructure 
and behaviour programs are working together. 

 

WHY THIS WAS POSSIBLE 
The strategy identified a key barrier – ‘current approaches to litter prevention are limited by 
fragmented responsibilities and limited resources’. The achievement of the 50% reduction in 
litter shows that local actions, when scaled, deliver measurable system-wide outcomes that is 
made significantly easier through the presence of catchment groups like the Cooks River 
Alliance. In terms of monitoring, together the ALM and KLIS datasets provide a valuable whole-
of-catchment picture of litter, linking litter sources on land with litter outcomes in the Cooks 
River estuary. 

The litter data demonstrates that policy interventions are working. Reductions in beverage 
container and other single-use plastic litter align with the implementation of Return and Earn and 
NSW plastic bans, contributing to the overall decline in litter observed across the catchment. 

Additionally, the Cooks River Litter Prevention strategy recognised that litter is a complex, 
catchment-wide problem requiring coordinated action stating, “To meet the target of 50% less 
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litter by 2025, litter prevention activities in Cooks River catchment will need to step up to a new 
level.” Accordingly, the strategy recommended the following approach: 

• Whole-of-catchment approach: actions taken before litter reaches waterways with focus 
on behaviour change, infrastructure and source reduction 

• Data driven decision making: Improved understanding of litter hotspots, key littered 
items etc with targeted interventions based on evidence 

• Collaboration across sectors: The reduction in litter reflects the importance of 
catchment groups like the Cooks River Alliance and the collective efforts of local 
councils, Sydney Water, NSW EPA, community organisations, volunteers, businesses 
and residents across the catchment reflecting our strategy’s direction to enable a litter 
prevention network by working collaboratively. 

While the results provide strong evidence that the 50% litter reduction target has been achieved, 
KLIS and ALM data are inherently variable from year to year. Hence, continued long-term 
monitoring will be essential to confirm ongoing trends, evaluate the effectiveness of litter 
prevention initiatives and maintain confidence in the relationship between observed litter 
reductions and the programs and policies implemented across the Cooks River catchment. 
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