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Historic landfills?

Population density?

Objective:  accountability pie chart

Adjust strategies for maximum effectiveness!

Residential?

Apartments?
Businesses?Parks?
Roadways?

High impervious cover?Property management?

Overflowing dumpsters?
Illegal dumping?

Encampments?



• Winter survey (leaf off, storms unlikely)
• Observation points every 9 meters for selected network
• Width = lower floodplain bench (~10yr storm event)



Sources (presence/absence):
• Overflowing dumpster
• Outfall/tributary
• Encampment
• Property management
• Dumping, historic
• Dumping, point source
• Dumping, unknown

Trash intensity score 0-20
• one of four descriptive bins
• based on perceived volume

and level of effort

Each observation reach:



Result:  Map of intensity matched with sources

intensity sources
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Transportation

Population

Land Use

Geospatial: 300’ and 3000’ 
buffers



• Central city creeks (277 km!)
• 20 Watersheds
• Data point every 9 meters 
• 19,467 data points!



8 creeks increased in trash downstream    
6 creeks decreased in trash downstream
6 creeks no discernable trend

Takeaway # 1   No consistent Upstream-to-downstream pattern



Why doesn’t upstream/downstream comparison work?

storm intensity

stream roughness

item mobility

Trash doesn’t move through the system evenly



Takeaway # 2
Encampment was the most commonly-observed source, 

but was similar in intensity and range to most other sources

Sources by occurrenceSources by intensity



No correlations between trash
intensity and:

Takeaway # 3

• Imp cover,
• Land use,
• population,
• parks,
• roads, etc.



single use plastics were the most common item
clothing, tents,

bedding

lawn tools, mulch bags,
garden hoses, appliances

construction materials,
asphalt, lumber

traffic cones, 
barriers, safety

Telecommunication cables,
displaced infrastructure

recreation items, 
toys

erosion matting, 
silt fences

office, householdpackaging, shipping

medical, electronics,
textiles, hardware

>500 shopping carts!

Takeaway # 4
Virtually anything can be found in creeks, but



76% of the trash is found in 10% of the area

This presents an opportunity for strategic site selection for cleanups by City and partners

Takeaway # 5



Bottom Line
Trash in creeks comes from the entire community; no scapegoats 
(and no source pie chart).

Opportunities that may work in Austin

• Shopping cart retention (low-hanging fruit)
• limiting polystyrene container use/sales
• Improve rules/enforcement for dumpster capacity/containment 

(especially apartments, food trailer courts, etc)

• Improve enforcement: strengthen and diversify penalties 
• Retrofit SCMs to better retain floatables
• Review/improve street sweeping effectiveness



Questions?

https://www.austintexas.gov/watershed_protection/publications/document.cfm?id=401607

www.austintexas.gov/watershed_protection/publications/document.cfm?id=401606
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