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Litter is a very serious problem in Australia. The most common piece of litter is the cigarette butt, with over 
seven billion cigarette butts discarded across Australia every year. Placed end-to-end, they would encircle the 
earth three and a half times! This is also potentially the most dangerous type of litter, as they are a fire hazard, 
not biodegradable, release toxic chemicals in water and can be mistaken for food by animals. 

Other common forms of litter include paper, cans, plastic bags, bottles, plastic straws and fast-food packaging. 
In the Swan Canning Riverpark, all manner of rubbish is found, including shopping trolleys, furniture, 
motorbikes, tyres and old electrical items. Rubbish in the riverpark is an environmental threat as it can kill or 
maim wildlife and also affect water quality. 

Rubbish often causes blockages in storm water drainage systems which can result in flooding, while more 
dangerous items such as broken glass, needles and syringes pose a threat to people and wildlife.

Litter takes a very long time to break down in the environment. Below are a list of some of the common forms 
of litter and the length of time it can take to break down. 

• Glass bottles: 1,000,000 years • Plastic bags: 1,000 years
• Fishing line: 600 years • Aluminum cans: 100 years
• Cigarette butts: 1- 5 years

People litter for a variety of reasons. Often people do not consider the item they are throwing away to be 
a piece of litter, such as cigarette butts and food scraps. Most commonly, people are not willing to look for 
a bin or take their rubbish with them in the absence of a bin, and without realistic penalties and consistent 
enforcement, littering continues. Sometimes the presence of litter at a site encourages further littering and 
often there is a lack of social pressure to do the right thing.
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Rubbish is a problem in our waterways. 8145kg (8 tonnes) of 
litter was collected from the Swan Canning Riverpark in 2013. 
Photos: Swan River Trust

SWAN CANNING
RIVERPARK
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Every year, thousands of marine animals die as a result of ingesting or becoming entangled in marine debris, 
either off the WA coast or in our rivers.

For Swan River dolphins, the presence of litter in their environment is a constant threat to their well-being, 
particularly discarded fishing line which causes major problems for our dolphins. The discovery that two of the 
six dolphins found dead in the Swan River in 2009 were entangled in fishing line is evidence of this threat.

More recently, a young calf named Gizmo became entangled in fishing line that began cutting through his dorsal 
fin. Through a mammoth effort from Dolphin Watchers, general community, Murdoch University, Department 
of Parks and Wildlife, Swan River Trust and Water Police, Gizmo was freed from the fishing line. Gizmo can still 
be seen in the Swan Canning Riverpark with his mother Tupac – his dorsal fin is very distinctive as it flops to one 
side as a result of the injury.

To allow students the chance to explore the banks of the Swan and Canning rivers, conduct a litter pick-up and 
analyse the rubbish collected to discuss its environmental impacts. With this prior knowledge, students will 
develop a litter campaign aimed at protecting the Swan River dolphins

Aim

In completing this activity students will:
• Actively participate in a litter pick-up
• Audit collected litter and recognise types of material most commonly found along the Swan and 

Canning rivers
• Develop an understanding of how litter can adversely affect Indo-Pacific dolphins
• Become involved in positive community action

Outcomes

Riverpark dolphin

Gizmo — a juvenile dolphin with severe injury 
to his dorsal fin caused by fishing line. 
Photo Richard Gorham, DPAW
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Access to a stretch of the river bank
Rubbish bags, gloves, sharps container, litter in the Swan River newspaper articles
Copies of litter audit worksheet from Keep Australia Beautiful — http://kab.org.au/wp-content/up-
loads/2012/06/NLC_instructions_results_form.pdf

Riverpark dolphin

Preparation

1) As a preparation activity, have students read the newspaper article titled ‘Disturbing Use of Waterways 
as Tip.’ Discuss the article with the class using the following questions for prompting:
 How does it make you feel?
 Why do you think people throw rubbish in the river?
 How often do you see rubbish along the banks of the river?
 If you see rubbish do you pick it up? Why or why not?

2) Arrange to take students to a designated area of the river bank. Allocate a site along the river for 
each group to complete a litter pick-up. Health and Safety: explain what not to pick up and what to do if 
something dangerous is found.

3) Get each group to conduct a litter audit with their rubbish. To do this, get each group to lay out their 
rubbish and complete the ‘Litter Audit Worksheet’ from Keep Australia Beautiful.

4) Back in the classroom get each group to analyse their results by developing graphs to present their 
findings. 

5) Share students’ results with the rest of the class.

Class Activity 1

1) Have students read the newspaper article ‘Help needed to spot the Dolphins.’ Discuss what students have 
read using the following questions to prompt ideas:

 How has the dolphin been affected by rubbish?
 What is the possible outcome for this dolphin?
 How could this have been prevented?

2) Get students to brainstorm how other rubbish may affect the health of the Swan River dolphins and discuss 
as a class.

Class Activity 2
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3) Ask students to develop an anti-litter campaign aimed at protecting the Swan River dolphins. The campaign 
could potentially be done in any of the following mediums: poster, logo or slogan, radio jingle, letter or 
advertisement.

4) Students should consider the following in their campaign.

 Who is the target audience of the campaign?
 What will be the key message of the campaign?
 What words could be used to communicate the key message?
 Should the campaign target a specific type of litter?

Teachers may wish to choose one or two campaigns from the class that are of a high standard and seek a means 
to have the resource distributed to the wider community.

For example, show an advertisement during school assembly; send an article to the local newspaper or have 
it printed in the school newsletter; send a letter to the local council to encourage action over litter issues; 
distribute pamphlets to the local community; have logos or slogans printed onto stickers for use; have students 
present litter audit results and the litter campaign at a community event.

Extension
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Science and Understanding
Biological sciences Year 6 (ACSSU094) The growth and survival of living things are affected by 
  the physical conditions of their environment

Science as a Human Endeavour
Nature and Development of Science Year 5 (ACSHE081) Science involves testing predictions by gathering data 
 Year 6 (ACSHE098) explanations of events and phenomena

Use and Influence of Science Year 5 (ACSHE217) Scientific knowledge is used to inform personal
 Year 6 (ACSHE220) and community decisions

Science Inquiry Skills
Questioning and predicting Year 5 (ACSIS231) With guidance, pose questions to clarify practical 
 Year 6 (ACSIS232) problems or inform a scientific investigation, and 
  predict what the findings of an investigation might be

Processing and analysing Year 5 (ACSIS090) Construct and use a range of representations, 
 & (ACSIS218) including tables and graphs, to represent and describe 
 Year 6 (ACSIS107)  observations, patterns or relationships in data using 
 & (ACSIS221) digital technologies as appropriate  
  Compare data with predictions and use as evidence in 
  developing explanations
Communicating Year 5 (ACSIS093) Communicate ideas, explanations and processes in  
 Year 6 (ACSIS110) variety of ways, including multimodal
 

Science Curriculum links

Cross Curriculum links

Maths: Statistics and Probability (Data Representation and Interpretation)
English: Language (Text Structure and Organisation, Expressing and Developing Ideas) 
 Literacy (Texts in Context, Interacting with others, Interpreting Analysing and evaluating, 
  Creating texts) 
Geography: Year 5 (Factors that shape the human and environmental characteristics of places)
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Newspaper articles

Canning Examiner, Perth 9 May 2012
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Newspaper articles

Stirling Times Perth, 8 May 2012


