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PA  CleanWays  and  Keep  Pennsylvania  Beautiful  recently 
joined  forces  to  promote  illegal  dump  cleanups,  anti‐litter 
education,  special  collections,  and  beautification  projects  to 
make  their  work  with  local  partners  and  volunteers  more 
effective.    Since  1990,  PA  CleanWays  has  been  dedicated  to 
empowering  people  to  eliminate  illegal  dumping  and 
littering.  Through the coordinated efforts of nearly 52,000 PA 
CleanWays  volunteers,  over  11,900  tons  of  trash  have  been 
removed  from  illegal  dumpsites  in  Pennsylvania  and 
properly disposed.   Through cleanups and special collection 
events  sponsored  by  PA  CleanWays  chapters  and  affiliates, 
over  410,000  tires  and  2,250  tons  of  scrap  metal  have  been 
properly  disposed  and  recycled.    More  than  337,000  youths 
and  adults  have  been  reached  through  educational 
presentations.   Our experience over two decades proves that 
local  involvement,  partnerships,  and  support  are  vital  to 
lasting success in addressing illegal dumping and littering. 

Empowering people to eliminate
illegal dumping and littering  

in Pennsylvania 

PA CleanWays – Keep Pennsylvania Beautiful
105 West Fourth Street, Greensburg, PA 15601 
Phone: 724‐836‐4121 •Toll Free: 877‐772‐3673 
Fax: 724‐836‐1980 • www.pacleanways.org 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
PA CleanWays - Keep Pennsylvania Beautiful is a nonprofit organization that empowers 
people to eliminate illegal dumping and littering in Pennsylvania through various education and 
environmental programs.  PA CleanWays - Keep Pennsylvania Beautiful illegal dump surveys 
educate state, county, and local officials about the problem of illegal dumping and provide 
valuable data about the dumpsites and the community in which they reside to address the 
problem through cleanups, municipal waste collections, and recycling programs. 
 
Illegal dumpsite identification was completed by driving roads and contacting various 
constituent groups such as municipal offices and community services, state agencies, and 
environmental and conservation groups in the area.  Limitations of the survey process included 
poor visibility in high growth areas and surveyors not accessing private lands or high 
crime/high risk areas.  Due to these limitations, it is likely that there were additional dumpsites 
not accounted for in this report.  Farm dumps and private dumps were not included in the 
survey.   The survey process is to document sites where landowners have been the victim of 
illegal dumping from other parties, not sites where they have been doing the dumping 
themselves, or past owners did the dumping. 
 
There were 21 dumpsites identified containing an estimated 42.63 tons of trash.  Seventy-six 
percent of the sites were determined to be active and 90% of the sites were located in a rural 
area.  Of 14 municipalities in Union County, one municipality has mandatory trash collection.  
Two of the municipalities (14%) within Union County have a curbside recycling program in 
their community while 10 municipalities (72%) have access to a recycling drop off program.  
Seven municipalities (50%) have illegal dumping activity.  Twenty-one sites (100%) were 
located in municipalities without a curbside recycling program.   
 
Five, or 24%, of the surveyed sites were in the vicinity (50 feet and within) of some sort of 
waterway or body of water.  Of those, two sites had waste materials directly in the waterway 
itself.  Of the items inventoried at each dumpsite assessed, 67% of the sites contained 
household trash and yard waste, and 62% of the sites had recyclables, tires, and construction 
and demolition waste.  Recyclables are defined as steel, bi-metallic, and aluminum cans, glass, 
plastic bottles and containers, newspaper, magazines, cardboard, etc. 
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BACKGROUND 
 
PA CleanWays - Keep Pennsylvania Beautiful is a nonprofit organization that empowers 
people to eliminate illegal dumping and littering in Pennsylvania.  Since 1990, PA CleanWays - 
Keep Pennsylvania Beautiful has helped people who are ready to take action against these 
destructive problems.  By partnering with county and local officials, concerned residents, and 
community organizations, tangible results can be seen within a community through: 

•  organization of illegal dump and litter cleanups, 
•  adoption of local areas,  
•  prevention of future dumping by the watchful eyes of volunteer monitors, 
•  placement of physical deterrents, and, 
•  enforcement action when needed. 

 
PA CleanWays - Keep Pennsylvania Beautiful educates the public about proper waste disposal, 
recycling, and practical alternatives to dumping and littering through the dissemination of 
literature, presentations, and coordination of collection events for hard-to-dispose of items.  
 
PURPOSE OF ILLEGAL DUMP SURVEYS 
 
The purpose of the illegal dump survey was to assess and document as many illegal dumpsites 
as possible within the county.  Illegal dumping mostly occurs in remote and secluded places, 
rural areas where few people live and the roads are less traveled.  However, for many people 
who are residents of an urban area, an illegal dump can often be found within a one-mile radius 
of their home.  Illegal dumping, within an urban context, has its own set of unique 
characteristics.  Overall, very few people are aware of the widespread problem of illegal 
dumping.   
 
The first step in developing an action plan against illegal dumping in a community is to 
determine the extent of the illegal dumping problem.  Once sites are identified, assessed, and 
mapped, the data gathered can be used to: 

• show that a problem does indeed exist, 
• prioritize the sites and areas for cleanup and abatement, 
• document problem materials within the dumpsites and develop plans for proper 

disposal, and, 
• provide a benchmark to measure cleanup progress.  

 
The survey is also a tool that can be used for planning purposes within the community.  It can 
provide valuable insight into the development and enhancement of solid waste and recycling 
programs.  It can also be used to gain support for funding for public awareness programs and 
education, as well as to generate funds to clean the existing dumpsites.  
 
IMPACTS OF ILLEGAL DUMPING 
 
Illegal dumping poses a direct threat to the health and safety of humans and animals.  Illegal 
dumping attracts disease-spreading rodents and mosquitoes by giving them a place to live and 
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breed.  West Nile Virus, carried by mosquitoes, has been a primary concern for environmental 
officials.  Illegal dumps also can be a source of physical injury for humans and animals due to 
broken glass, rusty metals, and toxic substances.   
 
Recently, a new threat has been added to illegal dumping.  Methamphetamine labs, used to 
produce the illegal drug crystal meth, are becoming more and more common.  The materials 
used to make the illegal drug are tossed along the roadsides in illegal dumps and are extremely 
toxic.  
 
Environmentally, illegal dumping pollutes our soil, surface, and groundwater supplies, as well 
as the air we breathe if a site catches on fire.  The emissions released by the burning plastics 
and household hazardous waste can be extremely toxic.  It is also aesthetically unpleasing and 
ruins the beauty of natural areas, including many public places such as community parks and 
state forests, parks, and game lands.  
 
Economically, illegal dumps are expensive to clean up.  Government agencies spend millions 
annually on cleanup efforts.  The estimated cost to clean up a site can be anywhere from $600 
to over $1,000 per ton for clean up and removal.1   
 
Illegal dumpsites can also impact property values, can be a liability for property owners, and 
affect property purchases and transfers.  Tourism revenue can also be affected by illegal dumps, 
which project to tourists that trash is not a concern of the community or the persons living 
there.  
 
Illegal dumping also has social impacts on an area.  When illegal dumping in neighborhoods 
and communities becomes status quo, quality of life is impacted and low-level property crime 
often increases.2 This is what is referred to as the “broken window theory” developed originally 
by James Q. Wilson and George Kelling.  The "broken window theory” suggests that 
neighborhood strategies help to deter and reduce crime by the fast clean up of illegally dumped 
items, litter, and spilled garbage, and by the prompt removal of disposed of items.3 
  
SURVEY METHOD 

Definition of an Illegal Dumpsite 
One of the primary goals of an illegal dump survey is to ultimately address the trash in our 
communities; therefore, the following were considered illegal dumpsites and included in the 
survey: 

• Areas of concentrated trash, 
• Areas of scattered trash that: 

 are not considered roadside litter (bottles, fast food wrappers, cans, etc.) 

                                                 
1PA CleanWays averaged cost from multiple cleanups throughout 2004 & 2005. 
2 Wilson, James Q., Kelling, George L., “Broken Windows”, Atlantic Monthly, March 1982. 
3 Henry G. Cisneros, “Defensible Space: Deterring Crime and Building Community”, January 1995. 
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 appear to have new trash thrown on them occasionally (more than twice 
a year) 

 appear to have new trash thrown on them occasionally, but cleanup 
maintenance is prevalent to prevent accumulation, 

• Areas containing only piles of yard waste (grass, leaves, branches, trees, etc.).  These 
sites can often attract the dumping of other materials and can grow into major 
dumpsites, and,  

• Areas containing isolated or solitary items, such as 1 or 2 appliances or tires that may or 
may not be dumped on in the future. 

Site Identification and Assessment 
PA CleanWays - Keep Pennsylvania Beautiful has learned through its experiences that, to 
effectively identify illegal dumpsites in an area, it is necessary to physically travel the 
roadways.  By focusing on high probability areas for dump locations such as pull-offs, roads 
with hillsides, etc., efficient surveying can be done on large areas within a short amount of 
time.   
 
Preliminary data gathering was conducted by sending a letter to every municipality within the 
county concerning the survey project.  The letters detailed the survey purpose and plan, and 
asked for known illegal dumpsites to be reported back to PA CleanWays - Keep Pennsylvania 
Beautiful.  Letters were also sent to environmental groups interested in conservation of this 
area, as well as to state agencies such as the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental 
Protection, Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, the Pennsylvania 
Game Commission, and the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission.  Follow up phone calls 
were made to each municipality prior to beginning assessments in its area.   
 
Once an illegal dumpsite was located, characteristics about the site itself were recorded and 
documented on standard forms (a copy of the Illegal Dump Survey Assessment Form and 
Instruction Sheet are available by contacting PA CleanWays - Keep Pennsylvania Beautiful).  
Pictures were also taken of the illegal dumpsites to further document the problem.  GPS 
coordinates were recorded for each site in order to produce illegal dumpsite maps within the 
county based on municipalities, population density, and environmental features (see 
Attachments 1, 2, and 3).  

Limitations 
The primary limitation with road surveys is that they only permit discovery of sites visible from 
the public right-of-way, therefore, only those sites were assessed by PA CleanWays - Keep 
Pennsylvania Beautiful.  PA CleanWays - Keep Pennsylvania Beautiful did not enter private 
property to assess sites.  It can be presumed that there are significant numbers of illegal 
dumpsites out of sight on private property with limited access.  Because safety considerations 
were a priority for this project, areas were not assessed in high crime/risk areas.  Most 
surveying began after the foliage had thinned in the fall and visibility improved, however, some 
site assessments were limited due to high vegetation and snowfall.  
 
Similar to dense foliage or snow cover, another limitation to the survey is estimating the 
amount of waste that lies underneath the waterline. As is reported, 5 of the sites are in or within 














