
How players of 
People’s Postcode Lottery 
have funded pioneering 
research and are helping 
to reduce pollution from 

single-use plastic



About Greenpeace
Greenpeace defends the natural world from 
destruction by investigating, documenting 
and exposing environmental destruction. 
We also support members of the public 
to build consumer pressure and demand 
solutions, whilst lobbying politicans and 
corporations to ensure change happens.

Our vision is a greener and more peaceful 
planet that can sustain life for generations 
to come. 

PLASTIC FREE RIVERS
In recent years, awareness of the 
ocean plastic pollution crisis has 
skyrocketed. From plastic bag bans 
the world over to the movement 
against microbeads, the tide is turning 
against single-use plastic. 

But while lots of people know about 
the problems in our oceans, less 
attention has been given to the 
impact of plastic pollution in rivers. 
What lots of people don’t know is that 
around 80% of plastic found in our 
oceans begins its journey as pollution 
dumped in our rivers and waterways.

Greenpeace has been 
working to change this, and 
in 2019 we were able to 
make great progress thanks 
to support from players of 
People’s Postcode Lottery. 
This extra funding meant:

1.	 We were able to carry 
out the biggest survey of 
plastic pollution in UK rivers ever.

2.	 We could use our findings 
to persuade politicians and 
supermarkets to take action to 
address the crisis.

Meet the team!
Fiona Nicholls, Plastics Campaigner

Fiona headed up the research team on the ground. 
She travelled up and down Great Britain collecting 
river samples alongside researchers, volunteers, local 
press and celebrity supporters, documenting the full 
extent of the problem. 

Sam Chetan-Welsh, Political Campaigner 

Sam devised our strategy to turn the scientific 
results into political action, and secured the support 
of an influential MP who hosted a special event 
at the House of Commons. There, we shared our 
findings with MPs.

Dr David Santillo, Senior Scientist

David analysed river samples collected during the 
project at Greenpeace’s Research Laboratory at the 
University of Exeter. Using a cutting-edge infrared 
plastic detector, David was able to identify what type 
of plastic he found and where it came from.

Our findings inspired communities 
around the country to take action 
and thousands of people have 
joined our campaign calling for 
the government to cut single-use 
plastic in half by 2025. 

80% 
of plastic found in 

our oceans begins its 
journey as pollution 
dumped in rivers and 

waterways.

INSPIRED 
THOUSANDS OF 

PEOPLE TO JOIN OUR 

CAMPAIGN. THEN...

We CARRIED out the 
biggest survey of 
plastic pollution 
in UK rivers ever. 

This...

What we did

WE urgeD THE 
GOVERNMENT TO CUT 
THE PRODUCTION OF 

SINGLE-USE PLASTIC IN 
HALF BY 2025.



THE SCIENCE
Researchers, scientists and volunteers collected river water samples 
from around the UK, visiting 30 locations across 13 rivers in urban 
and rural locations. The samples were then taken to Greenpeace’s 
laboratory for testing, and any plastic fragments were recorded and 
analysed. 

The specialist equipment we bought with the funding continues to 
make a contribution to scientific understanding. The ‘Manta net’ 
which we use to trawl through the water and collect plastic particles 
has since been used by Greenpeace in Italy for research into their 
rivers, and there are plans for it to be used in Germany 
and Spain. It has also been used to teach 
schoolchildren and other students about the 
problem of plastic pollution in rivers, and we 
hope to do more of this in the future.
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We found 
plastic in 

every river 
we tested 

Our findings

WHERE WE FOUND  
proportionally 
twice as much 
plastic as the 

infamous Great 
Pacific Garbage 

Patch...

THE RIVERS 
WE TESTED

The most 
contaminated 

river in the 
study was the 
River Mersey...

800 pieces of 
microplastic 

WERE CAUGHT in 
just 30 minutes!

WILDLIFE
We worked with specialist photographers 
to document the impact of plastic pollution 
on British wildlife. We witnessed voles 
eating plastic, coots using it to build their 
nests and even insects like the caddisfly 
larvae using microplastics to make their 
protective casings.



Actor Bonnie Wright 
collected river 

samples and gave media 
interviews. She also 
starred in a short 

documentary about the 
project which She shared 

on her Instagram page. 
It’s been viewed over 

360,000 times!

Wildlife presenter 
Steve Backshall 

spoke at our event 
at the House of 

Commons, creating 
a great buzz and 

engaging MPs

Wildlife presenter 
and filmmaker Gordon 
Buchanan supported 

the project by 
fronting a mini-

documentary about 
the project

Celebrity 
supportersTHE IMPACT

	› This project inspired thousands of 
people to take action for our natural 
world.

	› Our petition calling for the government 
to reduce single-use plastic was signed 
by 150,000 people—over 20,000 of 
who had never been involved with 
Greenpeace before!

	› We invested in innovative new ways 
for people to take action—like a social 
media tool (right) which allowed 
supporters to directly lobby their MP.

	› The photos and video footage we 
collected were shared widely online, with 
many people engaging in the issue for 
the first time. 

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT IS 
AT AN ALL-TIME HIGH

As a result of this campaign we were able to 
persuade supermarkets to act to reduce their 
massive single-use plastic footprints, with 
Sainsbury’s committing to halve its use of 
plastic packaging by 2025. 

CORPORATE ACTION

	› Our landmark scientific report ‘Upstream: 
Microplastics in UK Rivers’ was launched at 
the House of Commons at a packed event 
calling for plastic reduction targets in the 
upcoming UK Environment Bill.

	› Over 200 MPs backed our plastic reduction 
target and dozens shared the campaign on 
social media. This is rare—particularly with 
such cross-party support—and shows that 
action on plastic pollution is becoming a 
politically mainstream position.

	› The event led to Labour and the Liberal 
Democrats introducing single-use plastic 
reduction targets in their election manifestos.

	› The report was submitted as evidence to 
the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
select committee in Parliament, who hold the 
government to account on issues relating to 
the environment, and thus influenced their 
recommendations to government. 

POLITICAL ACTION

202
MPs pledged to 

back our plastic 
reduction target

Sainsbury’s 
committed to 

halve its use of 
single-use plastic 

by 2025

	› We generated over 1,000 pieces of media 
coverage for this campaign from a diverse list of 
UK and international media. This included pieces 
in The Telegraph, The Times, The Daily Mail and all 
of the other tabloids.

	› We also secured lots of TV and radio coverage 
including SKY News, ITV 1, Channel 5 News and a 
variety of regional BBC TV programmes and radio 
stations.

	› This project—and the media we 
secured as a result—helped to 
shift the press narrative away from 
recycling as the only solution and 
towards reduction and reuse—a 
really important step in pushing 
politicians to act. 

MAJOR MEDIA IMPACT

1,000
pieces of media 
coverage were 

generated by this 
campaign

150,000
people signed 
our petition 

calling for the 
government to 

act
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Increased 
capacity

Project staffing increased from three 
people to seven

We’ve added powerful new wildlife images 
to our photo library which are freely 

avaliable to others and will continue to 
support nature protection work

We grew our Political Lobbying Network—
a group of volunteers who strengthen 
campaigns by meeting with their MPs

New 
capabilities

We were able to invest in new science 
equipment which is now being used by 
Greenpeace offices around the world

We were able to develop a high-
tech online petition tool that can be 

replicated for other campaigns

Extra 
leverage

A major new funder increased their 
support eight times over when they saw 

the results of this project

We gained over 20,000 new regular 
supporters to Greenpeace 

This work reinforced the image of 
Greenpeace as a credible scientific 
source amongst media, MPs and 

supporters

New 
collaborations

A brilliant partnership was created with 
The Rivers Trust and their national work

Our scientists at Exeter University 
continue to collaborate with Cardiff’s 

Biosciences team

We nurtured new relationships with 
celebrities including Steve Backshall 

who we will continue to collaborate with 
in the future

202
MPs across seven 
political parties 

pledged to support 
our reduction 

targets

13
rivers were tested 

across the uk, 
covering 30 specific 

sample sets

62%
of plastic cups 

were returned to 
our volunteers at 

festivals

ONE
groundbreaking 
report was used 

as evidence by the 
Environment, Food 
and rural Affairs 

select committee in 

40,000
supporters used 

our online tool to 
lobby THEIR MPS 
to support the 

campaign

Sainsbury’s 
committed to 

halve its use of 
single-use plastic 

by 2025

RESEARCh
is underway with 

Cardiff UNIversity 
to study the impact 
of plastic pollution 

on otters



Equipment and time to 
collect and analyse 

river samples. Writing 
and editing of the 

report, as well as the 
costs for capturing 

the amazing new photo 
and video content that 

helped us to communicate 
our findings

Science, research 
and documentation

Campaign branding and 
materials to engage 
people BOTH online 

and offline, including 
the cost of the Houses 
of Parliament launch 

event

Raising awareness

Materials, training 
and support for our 
volunteer teams who 
spoke to thousands 

of people around the 
country

Inspiring activism and 
community outreach

THANK YOU!
Our most heartfelt thanks to players of People’s 

Postcode Lottery for supporting this project. 
You have enabled crucial scientific research 

and raised awareness into the plastic pollution 
crisis facing our rivers. This research will go on 
to shape the future of environmental protection 

across Great Britain. 

We couldn’t have done it without you!

14%

16%

20%

WHERE 
YOUR 

FUNDING 
WENT

50%

STAFF salaries for 
our expert scientists, 

campaigners and 
communications 

specialists

Organisational 
support


