
 Plastic Pollution Facts by Category 
 

This document is a compilation of notes sourced mostly from peer-reviewed literature. It does not cover 
the entire literature available for these topics, but is meant to serve as a reference when developing 
educational literature or other campaign material. Notes are separated by different topics of plastic 

pollution.  Italicized bullet points are interpretations made from points of the literature. 
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Plastic Pollution Statistics 
 
Jennifer Clapp & Linda Swanston (2009) Doing away with plastic shopping bags: international 
patterns of norm emergence and policy implementation, Environmental Politics, 18:3, 315-332 

● In 2007, between 500 billion and 1.5 trillion plastic shopping bags are used each year 
worldwide. 

● Estimates suggest that 100 billion plastic bags are used per year in the US (Dumas 
2007,ABC 2008) 

● Some estimates suggest that in the US alone, 12 million barrels of oil are required to 
produce the 100 billion plastic bags used annually (San Francisco Deparment of 
Environment 2004) 

● Plastic bags can take up to 1000 years to break down (UNEP 2005b) 
● Ireland imprelented legislation to tax plastic shopping bags in 2002, and has had very 

strong support from the public, signaling that the anti-plastic bag norm had taken hold. 
The “plastax” initially set at 0.15 euros and later raised to 0.22 euros, led to a 90-95% 
reduction in plastic shopping bag use in the country in a very short period of time 
(Convery et al 2007). 

● Plastic comprises of 60-80% of total marine debris (Gregory and Ryan, 1997) 
● Plastic pollution affects at least 267 species worldwide, including 86% of all sea turtle 

species, 44% of all seabird species, and 43% of all marine mammal species (Laist, 
1997) 
 

Halden, R.U., 2010, Plastics and Health Risks, Annual Review of Public Health, V. 31, pp. 
179-194 

● Plastics production is petroleum based and accounts for 8% of the world oil production 
● More than one third of the production volume of plastics is for disposable items. 



 
Derraik, J.G.B., 2002, The pollution of the marine environment by plastic debris: a review, 
Marine Pollution Bulletin, vol. 44, pp. 842-852 

● Plastic comprises of 60-80% of total marine debris (Gregory and Ryan, 1997) 
● Plastic pollution affects at least 267 species worldwide, including 86% of all sea turtle 

species, 44% of all seabird species, and 43% of all marine mammal species (Laist, 
1997) 

 
Rustagi, N., Pradhan, S.K., Singh, R., 2011, Public health impacts of plastics: An overview. 
Indian J Occup Environ Med, v. 15, 100-3 

● A more significant problem for land filling is that plastic wastes now constitute about 10% 
by weight and about 20% by volume of the municipal waste stream. Since plastics are 
essentially nondegradable, their volume will not shrink and plastics may eventually 
consume a disproportionate amount of landfill space.  

 
Wagner, T., P., 2017, Reducing single-use plastic shopping bags in the USA; Waste 
Management, vol. 70, p. 3-12 

● In 2014, in the USA, 103.465 billion single-use plastic shopping bags were consumed. 
● As of September 2017, there were 271 local governments in the USA with plastic bag 

ordinances covering 9.7% of the nations population. 
● The majority (95%) of the ordinances is a ban on single-use plastic bags, 56.9% of these 

bans include a mandatory fee on paper and or reusable bags. 
 
Branas et. al., 2018, “Citywide cluster randomized trial to restore blighted vacant land and its 
effects on violence, crime and fear, PNAS, vol. 115, no. 12, p. 2946-2951 

● When vacant lots were cleaned, removing litter and brush, theses were the effects on 
Philadelphia residents perceived and actual safety:: 

○ Perception of local residents from all neighborhoods 
■ 35.4% decrease of residents endorsing “there is a lot of crime” 
■ 29.9 decrease residents endorsing “there is too much drug use” 
■ 35.5 percent decrease in people saying they dont go out because of 

safety concerns 
■ 35.6% increase in residents saying they hang out/socialize outside 

○ Perception of local residents in neighborhoods below poverty line 
■ 17% decrease of residents endorsing “there is a lot of crime” 
■ 25.4 decrease residents endorsing “there is too much drug use” 
■ 60.6% percent decrease in people saying they dont go out because of 

safety concerns 
■ 29% increase in residents saying they hang out/socialize outside 

○ CA-ITT analysis: Police-reported outcomes of crime in all studied neighborhoods 
■ -8.7% reduction all crimes 
■ -12.3% reduction gun assaults 
■ -2.8% reduction robbery/theft 



■ -10.7% reduction burlaries 
■ -1.9% reduction illicit drugs 
■ -18.1% reduction nuisances 

○ CA-ITT analysis: Police-reported crime in low-income neighborhoods 
■ -13.3% reduction all crimes 
■ -29.1% reduction gun assaults 
■ -0.1% reduction robbery/theft 
■ -21.9% reduction burglaries 
■ -5.3% reduction illicit drugs 
■ -30.3% reduction nuisances 

 
Jarramillo, Catalina. “Looking to Cut Plastics Pollution in the Ocean? Start Upstream, Experts 
Say .” StateImpact Pennsylvania, NPR, 11 July 2018, 
stateimpact.npr.org/pennsylvania/2018/07/11/looking-to-cut-plastics-pollution-in-the-ocean-start-
upstream-experts-say/. 

● In 2017, city crews removed 67 tons of litter, including large items like tires and shopping 
carts, from the storm water system 

● The water department removed more than 12 tons of trash from the Schuylkill and 
Delaware rivers.  

 
Plastics and Recycling 
 
Jennifer Clapp & Linda Swanston (2009) Doing away with plastic shopping bags: international 
patterns of norm emergence and policy implementation, Environmental Politics, 18:3, 315-332 

● Industry points out that plastic represents a small fraction of total waste stream and that 
they can be recycled, but the Worldwatch Institute (2004, p. 25) however points out that 
globally only a tiny percentage of plastic bags are succesfuly diverted (recycled) 

● North American recyclers have low demand for post-consumer plastic bags from 
municipal recycling programmes, due to high rates of contamination (stewardship 
Ontario 2007) 

Halden, R.U., 2010, Plastics and Health Risks, Annual Review of Public Health, V. 31, pp. 
179-194 

● Recycling of present-day synthetic plastics is challenging, however, as illustrated by the 
fact that many municipalities in the US accept only plastics from SPI #1 and #2 

 
Rustagi, N., Pradhan, S.K., Singh, R., 2011, Public health impacts of plastics: An overview. 
Indian J Occup Environ Med, v. 15, 100-3 

● Plastics in the waste stream are dealt with in one of three ways: incineration, burial, or 
recycling. 

● Recycling is a four-part exercise of collecting a mix of plastics, sorting plastics into six 
types, reclaiming the plastic by physically or chemically converting them to flakes or 
pellets, and then processing the flakes or pellets into a final product. 



● One reason plastics are recycled less often than glass or metal is because the sorting 
step is very labor intensive and, hence, expensive.  

 
Wagner, T., P., 2017, Reducing single-use plastic shopping bags in the USA; Waste 
Management, vol. 70, p. 3-12 

● Because of plastic bags extremely low recyclability rate, plastic bags remain a significant 
source of land-based litter and marine debris, and impair stormwater management 
systems. 

● Plastic bags also reduce the effectiveness of automated recycling systems.  
 
 
Plastic Pollution: Public Health Implications 

 
Jennifer Clapp & Linda Swanston (2009) Doing away with plastic shopping bags: international 
patterns of norm emergence and policy implementation, Environmental Politics, 18:3, 315-332 

● Plastic bags can pose a public health and safety threat because they can act as 
breeding grounds for malaria-carrying mosquitos and can clog sewers and storm-water 
drains. 

● Early campaigs against plastic shopping bags began in Bangladesh in the early 1990s, 
led by local environmental NGOs and later taken up by the Ministry of Environemnt. The 
campaign went national in response to strong public support. Plastic bags clogged 
drains, causing floodwaters to persist for 2 months.  In the end, they baned use and 
manufacture of all plastic shopping bags 

 
Derraik, J.G.B., 2002, The pollution of the marine environment by plastic debris: a review, 
Marine Pollution Bulletin, vol. 44, pp. 842-852 

● PCBs lead to reproductive disorder or death, and they can increase risk of diseases and 
alter hormone levels. Plastic pollution introduces PCBs into the marine foodchain. 

 
Halden, R.U., 2010, Plastics and Health Risks, Annual Review of Public Health, V. 31, pp. 
179-194 

● Human health risks from plastics can stem from their monomeric building blocks (eg 
bisphenolA), their additives (eg plasticizers) or from a combination of the two (eg 
antimicrobial polycarbonate). 

● Because the polymerization of BPA leaves some monomers unbound, BPA molecules 
can be released from beverage and food containers into drink and food over time. 

● Phthalates are a diverse group of compounds that are heavily exploited in industry. 
They can be found in industrial plastics, household items, paints, medical devices, 
childrens toys and personal care products.  

● Pthalates are incorporated into plastics as plasticizers, they comprise 70% of US 
plasticizer market. 



● Pthalates are highly susceptible to leaching. They are contained in plastics in high 
percentages.  

● Low-density polyethylene (LDPE) is used in plastic bags. Small amounts of migration of 
chemicals can occur.  

● Waste incineration, the single most effective way for removing nonbiodegradable plastics 
from the chemosphere, is known to produce carcinogenic polychlorinated 
dibenzo-pdioxins/furans (PCDD/Fs), and additional toxic, persistent organohalogens. 

 
Rustagi, N., Pradhan, S.K., Singh, R., 2011, Public health impacts of plastics: An overview. 
Indian J Occup Environ Med, v. 15, 100-3 

● Growing literature links many of the phthalates with a variety of adverse outcomes, 
including increased adiposity and insulin resistance, decreased anogenital distance in 
male infants, decreased levels of sex hormones, and other consequences for the human 
reproductive system, both for males and females 

● Potential hazardous emissions from incinerating plastics include hydrogen, chloride, 
dioxin, cadmium, and fine particulate matter 

 
Weis, J., s., “No More Bag!”, Bioscience, volume 68, Issue 9,p 631 (editorial, associated with the 
American Institute of Biological Sciences) 

● In the ocean, plastics eventually break up into microplastics.  Microplastics are 
consumed by plankton and filter feeders such as shellfish and are passed through the 
food web into the seafood we eat, along with the chemical contaminants from the water 
that attach to them. Microplastics are also in the air we breathe and the water we drink 

 
Branas et. al., 2018, “Citywide cluster randomized trial to restore blighted vacant land and its 
effects on violence, crime and fear, PNAS, vol. 115, no. 12, p. 2946-2951 

● “Blighted and vacant urban land affects ‘people’s perceptions of safety, and their actual, 
physical safety.”  

● Restoration of this land can be an effective and scalable infrastructure intervention for 
gun violence, crime, and fear in urban neighborhoods 

● Blighted and vacant urban land is a widespread and potentially risky environmental 
condition encountered by millions of people every day.Urban residents, especially in 
low-income neighborhoods, point to these spaces as primary threats to their health and 
safety.  

● Residents living near newly greened vacant lots, greened alleys or in public housing with 
trees report enhanced feelings of personal safety and other analyses link urban green 
space, street trees, and vegetation to lower levels of violence and crimes 

● Urban violence leads to fear, even among residents not directly involved in the violence 
itself.  Together, violence and fear can increase abandonment of previously vibrant city 
spaces and lead to a spiral of blight and decay in urban neighborhoods 

● Blighted vacant lots visibly signal that a neighborhood has not been attended to by the 
public and private sectors and that a physically decayed infrastructure has taken over 



creating unmanaged public space conductive to incivilities and crime that may be 
intimidating, demoralizing, or even have the effect or coopting some residents. 

● The positive effects of increases in face-to-face neighborly interaction are consistent with 
classic urban studies of “eyes on the street” and social capital as being effective 
mechanisms for crime reduction and neighborhood stabilization 

● We have demonstrated that structural dilapidation and blight can be key causes of 
negative outcomes in terms of peoples safety, both their perceptions of safety and their 
actual, physical safety. 

 
Garvin et al., 2012, “More than just an eyesore: local insights and solutions on vacant land and 
urban health”, Journal of Urban Health vol 90, no. 3, pp. 412-26 

● “Physical disorder is described as visible cues in the environment that indicate lack of 
control over neighborhood conditions.” 

● Physical disorder has been associated with crime, fear, and further disorder. (Skogan, 
W., 1990; Ross and Mirowsky 1999; Ross and Jang 2000; Keizer,Lindenber and Steg 
2008; Lagrange, Ferraro and Supancic 1992; Perkins and Taylor 1996) 

The “broken windows” theory offers a framework for understanding these links 
and holds that visible signs of neglect signal thta an area is uncared for and 
residents are unwilling or unable to maintain control of neighborhood conditions 
and activity.(Wilson and Kelling 1982) 
In this model, an area marked by disorder is vulnerable to criminal activity,and 
fearful residents may withdraw from neighborhood life 

● Physical disorder has been linked to a range of poor health outcomes including 
cardiovascular disease and mental illness.  

● Physical disorder is theorized to lead to negative health outcomes by promoting chronic 
stress and attendant maladaptive physiologic responses, encouraging risky behavior, 
and eroding resident social interaction (Cohen et al 2003; Stafford Chandola and 
Marmot 2007; Wallace and Wallace 1997;Hill, Ross and Angel 2005; McEwen 1998; 
Black and Garbutt 2002) 

● Fear may be accompanied by unhealthy behavior change such as reducing physical 
activity, increasing drug use, and minimizing neighbor interactions, all of which contribute 
to poor health 

● Vacant land evoked a wide range of negative emotions from participants, including 
sadness and depression, often stemming from the buildup of trash on vacant land. 

One participant said: “[Vacant lots are] a big downer too, just because of all the 
trash and rotten smells. It just makes you question where you call home. You 
like, oh man I gotta come home to this crap again? Its a downer.”  
Others expressed anger and frustration over feeling powerless to change the 
physical condition of their neighborhood. 

 
 

 



Plastic Pollution: environmental impacts 
 
Jennifer Clapp & Linda Swanston (2009) Doing away with plastic shopping bags: international 
patterns of norm emergence and policy implementation, Environmental Politics, 18:3, 315-332 

● Some estimates suggest that in the US alone, 12 million barrels of oil are required to 
produce the 100 billion plastic bags used annually (San Francisco Deparment of 
Environment 2004) 

● Plastic bags can take up to 1000 years to break down (UNEP 2005b) 
● When plastic bags break down, they don’t biodegrade, they photo degrade (break into 

smaller and smaller pieces. 
 
Derraik, J.G.B., 2002, The pollution of the marine environment by plastic debris: a review, 
Marine Pollution Bulletin, vol. 44, pp. 842-852 

● Marine animals are mostly affected through entanglement in and ingestion of plastic 
litter. 

● Other threats include absorption of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB’s) from ingested 
plastics 

● Plastics are buoyant, an increasing load of plastic debris is being dispersed over long 
distances, and when they finally settle in sediments they may persist for centuries. 

● Plastic comprises of 60-80% of total marine debris (Gregory and Ryan, 1997) 
● Plastic pollution affects at least 267 species worldwide, including 86% of all sea turtle 

species, 44% of all seabird species, and 43% of all marine mammal species (Laist, 
1997) 

● The accumulation of plastic debris on the seabed can inhibit the gas exchange between 
overlying waters and the pore waters of the sediments, and the resulting hypoxia or 
anoxia in the benthos can interfere with the normal ecosystem functioning, and alter the 
makeup of life on the sea floor. 

● When birds consume plastic, their meal sizes are reduced as well, as plastic appears to 
fill their stomach and affect the amount of food they can consume.  

● PCBs lead to reproductive disorder or death, and they can increase risk of diseases and 
alter hormone levels. Plastic pollution introduces PCBs into the marine foodchain. 

 
Weis, J., s., “No More Bag!”, Bioscience, volume 68, Issue 9,p 631 (editorial, associated with the 
American Institute of Biological Sciences) 

● Plastic bags are rarely recycled 
● Thes bags blow in the wind and get caught in tree branches, clog storm drains and 

cause flooding, and end up in either landfills or in our waterways and oceans.  
● In the ocean, plastics eventually break up into microplastics 
● Microplastics are consumed by plankton and filter feeders such as shellfish and are 

passed through the food web into the seafood we eat, along with the chemical 
contaminants from the water that attach to them. Microplastics are also in the air we 
breathe and the water we drink 



 
Jarramillo, Catalina. “Looking to Cut Plastics Pollution in the Ocean? Start Upstream, Experts 
Say .” StateImpact Pennsylvania, NPR, 11 July 2018, 
stateimpact.npr.org/pennsylvania/2018/07/11/looking-to-cut-plastics-pollution-in-the-ocean-start-
upstream-experts-say/. 

● In 2017, city crews removed 67 tons of litter, including large items like tires and shopping 
carts, from the storm water system 

● The water department removed more than 12 tons of trash from the Schuylkill and 
Delaware rivers.  
 
 

Life Cycle Assessments: understanding industry perspective 
 
Mattila, T., et al, 2011, Finnish Environmental Institute, Uncertainty and Sensitivity in the Carbon 
Footprint of Shopping Bags, Vol. 15, n. 2, p. 217-227 
 

● In LCA (Life Cycle Assessments), system boundaries, consideration of avoided burdens, 
and the chosen allocation methods have a very large influence on the results; therefore, 
the LCAs on shopping bags have found differing results. 

● Most studies concluded that plastic bags are superior to paper bags, and only the LCA 
by Ryberg and colleagues (2000), found paper bags superior to plastic bags.  

● In the case of shopping bags, there is considerable variability in the weight and amount 
of bin liners replaced by the reuse of plastic shopping bag, the energy efficiency of waste 
to energy methods, the fraction of paper recycled  in households, landfill conditions and 
the durability of cotton bags. 

● “We assumed that the cotton bag would replace 50-150 single-use bags throughout its 
life cycle. 

○ Is that not a bit low? 
● The results were found to be highly sensitive to factors outside the control mof shopping 

bag manufacturers or shops; in particular, the weight and number of bin liners replaced 
by the secondary use of plastic bags were found to be critical variables.” 

● “overall, on the basis of results, there is little rationale in limiting the use of certain types 
of shopping bags due to climate impacts.  The calculated carbon footprints were 
overlapping, and the ranking of shopping bags in a generalized way was limited.  In 
addition, the carbon footprints were found to be very small, with 1 kilometer of driving 
amounting to approximately six shopping bags.” 

 
Edwards, C., Fry, J.M., 2011, “Life cycle assessment of supermarket carrier bags”: 
Environmental Agency UK Report 

● Bags intended to last longer need more resources in their production and are therefore 
likely to produce greater environmental impacts if compared on a bag to bag basis.  



● The environmental impact of all types of carrier bag is dominated by resource use and 
production stages. Transport, secondary packaging and end of life management 
generally have a minimal influence on their performance.  

● The reuse of conventional HDPE and other lightweight carrier bags for shopping and or 
as bin-liners is pivotal to their environmental performance and reuse as bin liners 
produces greater benefits than recycling bags. 

○ But most plastic bags in the US are LDPE... 
● The paper, LDPE, non-woven polypropylene (PP) and cotton bags should be reused at 

least 3,4,11 and 131 times respectively to ensure that they have lower global warming 
potential than conventional HDPE carrier bags that are not reused.  

○ How on earth could you reuse a thin LDPE bag 3 times without dealing with 
holes? Who would actually do that? Plus, anyone who reuses plastic shopping 
bags has had the experience of overflowing bag drawers/storage area for reusing 
shopping bags.  Shopping bag consumption is often greater than the need to use 
the bags for bin liners (british word for trash bags) 

● Key factors to consider when calculating GWP: 1) the amount of material necessary to 
carry a fixed amount of shopping, 2) they way the bags are used (number of reuses or 
secondary use); and to a lesser extent, the way they are managed at the end of life.  

● The manufacturing of the bags is normally the most significant stage of the life cycle, due 
to both the material and energy requirements. The impact of energy used is most 
exacerbated by the manufacture in countries where the electricity is produced from 
coal-fired power stations.  

○ The flip side of this implication is that as our energy is increasingly sourced from 
renewables, the climate implications from life cycle assessments will increasingly 
lose relevance.  

● Generally, bags that are designed to be used many times are heavier and contain more 
raw materials and require more energy in their production that lightweight carrier bags.  
 

 
Plastic Bag Policies: Successes and Challenges 
 
Jennifer Clapp & Linda Swanston (2009) Doing away with plastic shopping bags: international 
patterns of norm emergence and policy implementation, Environmental Politics, 18:3, 315-332 
 

● “We argue that industry actors have played a prominent role in the interpretation of the 
anti-plastic bag norm into policy in different jurisdictions.  The relative weight of the 
various types of power held by these actors, including their structural presence in the 
economy, their instrumental power to lobby or litigate, and the traction of their discursive 
instrument power to lobby or litigate, and the traction of their discursive strategies in 
specific contexts has enormous relevance for their ability to influence policy outcomes on 
this issue at both national and subnational levels. 



● Industry points out that plastic represents a small fraction of total waste stream and that 
they can be recycled, but the Worldwatch Institute (2004, p. 25) however points out that 
globally only a tiny percentage of plastic bags are succesfuly diverted (recycled) 

● The emergence of norm and its interpretation into policy have largely been based on 
local and regionally specific concerns in uncoordinated, ad hoc bottom-up initiatives, 
while the policy instruments chosen to express the norm have differed between 
jurisdictions. 

● Motivations for regulation of plastic bags are localized and regional, not international. 
● New norms are more likely to be adopted in cases where the chain between cause and 

effect is short and clear, and where the consequences result in bodily harm or lack of 
equality of opportunity.  

● Early campaigns against plastic shopping bags began in Bangladesh in the early 1990s, 
led by local environmental NGOs and later taken up by the Ministry of Environment. The 
campaign went national in response to strong public support. Plastic bags clogged 
drains, causing floodwaters to persist for 2 months.  In the end, they banned use and 
manufacture of all plastic shopping bags 

● Ireland imprelented legislation to tax plastic shopping bags in 2002, and has had very 
strong support from the public, signaling that the anti-plastic bag norm had taken hold. 
The “plastax” initially set at 0.15 euros and later raised to 0.22 euros, led to a 90-95% 
reduction in plastic shopping bag use in the country in a very short period of time 
(Convery et al 2007). 

● In 2005, Rwanda imposed a ban on the use and import of plastic bags less than 100 
microns thick, and Tanzania imposed a total ban on bags in 2006.  

● San Francisco became the first US city to impose a ban on plastic shopping bags in 
2007, citing concern over not just litter and danger to sea animals, but also GHG 
emissions associated with such petroleum based products 

● In late 2008, Toronto passed legislation requiring retailers to charge customers 5 cents 
per plastic bag.  

● China banned plastic bags outright in early 2008 
● The activity around plastic bags is occurring at multiple jurisdictional levels, from national 

to state to municipal, and is driven by locally specific concerns.  
● Industry actors have played an important role in determining how the norm is translated 

into policy, which in turn has implications for the further evolution of the norm. 
● The plastics industry’s structural power in the form of job provision and its contribution to 

the overall manufacturing economy appear to be important factors weighed by 
governments in making policy decisions.  

● In The US, industry has employed both instrumental and discursive strategies to oppose 
local bag bans.  Where it threatens litigation and where its discursive strategies have 
traction, it has been most able to weaken regulatory responses to the emergent 
anti-plastic bag norm.  The ability of industry to derail the domestic regulatory process 
through the application of various dimensions of power by extension influences 
international norm dynamics.  



● Although an anti-plastic bag norm has emerged in the US, particularly in recent years, 
the policy response has not only lagged behind that of developing countries, but has 
also been more scattered and typically less stringent. 

● Discursive strategies to promote competing norms have been aggressively pursued by 
industry in an attempt to dissuade municipalities from taking legislative steps against 
plastic bags. Industry’s framing of the discourse has focused on the ‘lifecycle analysis’ 
and embedded energy arguments 

 
Wagner, T., P., 2017, Reducing single-use plastic shopping bags in the USA; Waste 
Management, vol. 70, p. 3-12  

● Government responses to limit store consumption of plastic bags include: bans, 
imposition of fees and taxes, establishing minimum product design of bags, requiring 
consumer education, and mandating retailer take-back programs.  

● As of September 2017, there were 271 local governments in the USA with plastic bag 
ordinances covering 9.7% of the nations population. 

● The majority (95%) of the ordinances is a ban on single-use plastic bags, 56.9% of these 
bans include a mandatory fee on paper and or reusable bags. 

● For the fee-based ordinances, the mode is $0.10 per bag, every tax/fee ordinance allows 
retailers to retain some or all the collected fee.  

● As local governments continue to increase their actions on plastic bags, 11 states have 
enacted laws to prohibit local governments from regulating single-use plastic bags.  

 
 
Plastic Pollution in Philadelphia: implications for underserved 
communities 
 
Garvin et al., 2012, “More than just an eyesore: local insights and solutions on vacant land and 
urban health”, Journal of Urban Health vol 90, no. 3, pp. 412-26 

● Study conducted 50 in-depth semi-structured interviews with people living in Philadelphia 
about impact of vacant land on community and individual health and safety, as well as 
ideas for solutions to vacant land. 

● Philadelphia has over 40,000 vacant land parcels that are often concentrated in 
low-income neighborhoods 

● “Physical disorder is described as visible cues in the environment that indicate lack of 
control over neighborhood conditions.” 

● Physical disorder has been associated with crime, fear, and further disorder. (Skogan, 
W., 1990; Ross and Mirowsky 1999; Ross and Jang 2000; Keizer,Lindenber and Steg 
2008; Lagrange, Ferraro and Supancic 1992; Perkins and Taylor 1996) 

○ The “broken windows” theory offers a framework for understanding these links 
and holds that visible signs of neglect signal that an area is uncared for and 
residents are unwilling or unable to maintain control of neighborhood conditions 
and activity. (Wilson and Kelling 1982) 



○ In this model, an area marked by disorder is vulnerable to criminal activity,and 
fearful residents may withdraw from neighborhood life 

● Physical disorder has been linked to a range of poor health outcomes including 
cardiovascular disease and mental illness.  

● Physical disorder is theorized to lead to negative health outcomes by promoting chronic 
stress and attendant maladaptive physiologic responses, encouraging risky behavior, 
and eroding resident social interaction (Cohen et al 2003; Stafford Chandola and 
Marmot 2007; Wallace and Wallace 1997;Hill, Ross and Angel 2005; McEwen 1998; 
Black and Garbutt 2002) 

● Fear may be accompanied by unhealthy behavior change such as reducing physical 
activity, increasing drug use, and minimizing neighbor interactions, all of which contribute 
to poor health 

● Based on interview data, an overarching theme related to vacant land was ambivalence 
about the neighborhood. 

● Efforts to maintain the neighborhood were perceived as futile, contributing to a sense of 
helplessness and a perceived lack of community cohesion.  

● Participants reported that vacant land undermined physical health through unsanitary 
conditions and the potential for injury. 

○ One participant noted: They’re using abandoned buildings now for dumpsters, 
you know...Every time I look through the door I see somebody throwing trash 
next door to the abandoned buildings.” 

● Vacant land evoked a wide range of negative emotions from participants, including 
sadness and depression, often stemming from the buildup of trash on vacant land. 

○ One participant said: “[Vacant lots are] a big downer too, just because of all the 
trash and rotten smells. It just makes you question where you call home. You 
like, oh man I gotta come home to this crap again? Its a downer.”  

○ Others expressed anger and frustration over feeling powerless to change the 
physical condition of their neighborhood. 

● Some participants felt a significant stigma associated with living in a decaying 
neighborhood and felt unfairly judged by outsiders 

● Cleaning and maintaining vacant land on their own appeared to be a source of pride and 
community mobilization for some participants. 

○ One participant stated “Once I finish school I actually want to see if I can gather 
up a few people on the block and we can go in that lot and we can clean it up 
ourselves, because it looks like the city’s not gonna do it...There’s one lot thats 
further down the street. And the guy who lives next to it actually does his lot...And 
it looks beautiful.” 

○ Some participants expressed desire to do such work, but lacked the proper 
resources and were unsure if they had the authority to do so. 

● Findings from this paper highlight the importance to urban residents in this study of 
recognizing vacant land as a public health issue. 



● Illegal use of vacant land for dumping, prostitution, or drug sales, served to erode 
respect and trust between neighbors, and create fractures between people in the 
neighborhood. 

● “Evidence from this study shows that residents may be eager to clean and maintain 
vacant land themselves, but may lack the resources to do so.” 

● Municipalities can also assist organizations like the Mantua Community Improvement 
Committee, which employs local residents to clean trash and weeds from vacant lots.  

 
Branas et. al., 2018, “Citywide cluster randomized trial to restore blighted vacant land and its 
effects on violence, crime and fear, PNAS, vol. 115, no. 12, p. 2946-2951   (philly based study) 

● Blighted and vacant urban land is a widespread and potentially risky environmental 
condition encountered by millions of people every day. Urban residents, especially in 
low-income neighborhoods, point to these spaces as primary threats to their health and 
safety.  

● A “second intervention” involved only the cleaning of vacant lots on the same 
maintenance schedule as the main intervention. (main intervention involves greening) 

● “To monitor the potential effects of the rise in property values that were occuring 
unevenly across the city during the years of the intervention, we initiated more detailed 
ethnographic case studies of reactions by neighbors to greening interventions” 

○ “The ethnographic team documented racialized tensions in the rapidly developing 
area that included hostility to greening by select residents.” 

○ “In contrast, in the more blighted and poorer area, virtually all residents 
interviewed were consistently positive about the greening of vacant lots” 

● “Second intervention” (ie only cleaning the lots without any greening) resulted in: 
○ Perception of local residents from all neighborhoods 

■ 35.4% decrease of residents endorsing “there is a lot of crime” 
■ 29.9 decrease residents endorsing “there is too much drug use” 
■ 35.5 percent decrease in people saying they dont go out because of 

safety concerns 
■ 35.6% increase in residents saying they hang out/socialize outside 

○ Perception of local residents in neighborhoods below poverty line 
■ 17% decrease of residents endorsing “there is a lot of crime” 
■ 25.4 decrease residents endorsing “there is too much drug use” 
■ 60.6% percent decrease in people saying they don’t go out because of 

safety concerns 
■ 29% increase in residents saying they hang out/socialize outside 

○ CA-ITT analysis: Police-reported outcomes of crime in all studied neighborhoods 
■ -8.7% reduction all crimes 
■ -12.3% reduction gun assaults 
■ -2.8% reduction robbery/theft 
■ -10.7% reduction burglaries 
■ -1.9% reduction illicit drugs 
■ -18.1% reduction nuisances 



○ CA-ITT analysis: Police-reported crime in low-income neighborhoods 
■ -13.3% reduction all crimes 
■ -29.1% reduction gun assaults 
■ -0.1% reduction robbery/theft 
■ -21.9% reduction burglaries 
■ -5.3% reduction illicit drugs 
■ -30.3% reduction nuisances 

● Urban violence leads to fear, even among residents not directly involved in the violence 
itself.  Together, violence and fear can increase abandonment of previously vibrant city 
spaces and lead to a spiral of blight and decay in urban neighborhoods 

● Blighted vacant lots visibly signal that a neighborhood has not been attended to by the 
public and private sectors and that a physically decayed infrastructure has taken over 
creating unmanaged public space conductive to incivilities and crime that may be 
intimidating, demoralizing, or even have the effect or coopting some residents. 

● The positive effects of increases in face-to-face neighborly interaction are consistent with 
classic urban studies of “eyes on the street” and social capital as being effective 
mechanisms for crime reduction and neighborhood stabilization 

● We have demonstrated that structural dilapidation and blight can be key causes of 
negative outcomes in terms of peoples safety, both their perceptions of safety and their 
actual, physical safety. 

 
Jarramillo, Catalina. “Looking to Cut Plastics Pollution in the Ocean? Start Upstream, Experts 
Say .” StateImpact Pennsylvania, NPR, 11 July 2018, 
stateimpact.npr.org/pennsylvania/2018/07/11/looking-to-cut-plastics-pollution-in-the-ocean-start-
upstream-experts-say/. 

● The city of Philadelphia has more than 75,000 storm water inlets, and they are built with 
grates designed to trap the larger items. But smaller pieces of trash slip through 

● In 2017, city crews removed 67 tons of litter, including large items like tires and shopping 
carts, from the storm water system 

○ Litter’s negative impact on stormwater runoff is a demonstrated problem for 
Philadelphia.  Plastic bags have been known to clog stormwater drains and 
contribute to flooding in other places. Banning plastic bags could therefore have 
a positive impact on stormwater management. 

● The water department removed more than 12 tons of trash from the Schuylkill and 
Delaware rivers.  


