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Protecting our environment begins with taking responsibility for what we throw away.

Imagine walking through a quiet bushland area, visiting a roadside rest stop or enjoying a peaceful
riverbank, only to find piles of discarded furniture, household rubbish, construction materials and even
hazardous waste. Unfortunately, this is not an unusual sight in Australia. lllegal dumping is an ongoing
environmental problem that affects natural ,

ecosystems, public health, local communities and
government resources.

Although Australia has established waste
management  systems and  environmental
regulations, the unlawful disposal of waste
continues to place considerable pressure on the
environment. From abandoned mattresses and
electronic equipment to large quantities of
construction waste and asbestos-containing
materials, illegal dumping is more than an issue of
untidiness. It reflects broader challenges involving
environmental responsibility, economic incentives,
public awareness and regulatory enforcement.
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Understanding the scale of illegal dumping

lllegal dumping refers to the deliberate disposal of waste in places that are not authorised or licensed
to receive it. This can occur on public land, private properties, roadsides, bushland and other natural
environments. The problem involves different types of waste, including household furniture, mattresses,
electrical appliances, construction and demolition materials, tyres, green waste and potentially
hazardous substances.

Recent research published by the NSW Environment Protection Authority (EPA) in February 2026
highlights the extent of the problem. Its findings indicate that 98% of councils identify illegal dumping as
an issue in their local areas, while one in seven councils spends more than $500,000 annually on clean-
up and enforcement.

There are also encouraging signs. The proportion of community dumping reported in the research
declined from 22% in 2019 to 13% in 2025. Awareness that curbside dumping is illegal increased from
48% to 75% over the same period. However, business-related dumping remained relatively unchanged
at 26%. (NSW Environment Protection Authority [EPA], 2026). This suggests that although public
awareness and prevention initiatives may be helping to address household dumping, commercial waste
disposal remains a significant challenge.

Why does illegal dumping happen?

There is no single explanation for illegal dumping. The reasons can differ depending on the type of
waste, the circumstances of the offender and the availability of lawful disposal services. For some
households, the cost of waste disposal, limited access to transport and inconvenient waste collection
arrangements may influence decisions. Restrictions on accepted materials, booking requirements and
limited opening hours at waste facilities can also create difficulties.

However, commercial illegal dumping presents a different and potentially more serious challenge.
Avoiding the costs associated with lawful waste disposal can provide a financial incentive for businesses
and contractors to dispose of waste illegally. EPA Victoria has highlighted the involvement of criminal
networks in some large-scale illegal waste disposal activities.

A Victorian enforcement investigation illustrates this concern. At a rural property in Beveridge,
approximately 100 cubic metres of industrial waste were illegally dumped. Investigators traced the
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waste to a skip bin contractor, who received a $10,176 fine and a regulatory notice requiring the
waste to be cleaned up and properly disposed. (Environment Protection Authority Victoria, 2026).
The investigation also identified other contractors, builders, suppliers and individuals who had engaged
the business. This case demonstrates that illegal dumping is not always an isolated act. It can involve
wider commercial arrangements and a chain of responsibility extending beyond the person physically
depositing the waste.

The environmental and public health consequences

The consequences of illegal dumping extend far beyond the immediate appearance of a location.
Discarded materials can deteriorate and release pollutants into surrounding environments. Depending
on the type of waste and the conditions of the site, contaminants may affect soil and waterways. Waste
carried through drainage systems can also reach rivers and coastal environments. Dumped green
waste may introduce invasive weeds into bushland, while accumulated rubbish and certain discarded
materials can contribute to environmental hazards, including increased fire risk. One particularly
concerning issue is the illegal disposal of asbestos-containing materials.

Although Australia banned asbestos in 2003, asbestos-related diseases remain a significant public
health concern because of the long period between exposure and the development of iliness. According

» e o o : to the Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare, hundreds of Australians are
diagnosed with mesothelioma each year.
Improperly discarded asbestos can
expose people to dangerous fibres,
particularly when materials are disturbed,
broken or handled without appropriate
precautions.

The risks are not limited to construction
workers or people directly involved in
waste disposal. Residents, landowners,
council workers and members of the
public may also encounter contaminated
sites. Suspected asbestos should never
be disturbed. It should be reported to the
appropriate environmental authority so
that qualified professionals can assess
and manage the hazard.
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Who pays for the consequences?

One important but often overlooked aspect of illegal dumping is the unequal distribution of its financial
consequences. While offenders may benefit from avoiding lawful disposal costs, the responsibility for
cleaning up abandoned waste frequently falls on local councils, public land managers and private
landowners. Ultimately, these costs can affect the wider community through public expenditure and
local government rates.

The NSW EPA's research highlights this financial burden, with one in seven councils reporting annual
expenditure exceeding $500,000 on illegal dumping clean-up and enforcement. Victoria has also
introduced an $8.5 million lllegal Dumping Clean-up Rebate Program to assist eligible councils and land
managers with clean-up costs when those responsible cannot be identified.

These initiatives demonstrate the importance of supporting local authorities. However, financial
assistance alone cannot resolve the underlying problem. Preventing illegal dumping requires stronger
accountability, accessible waste services and effective enforcement.
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Government responses and the importance of accountability

Both New South Wales and Victoria have introduced measures to address illegal dumping through
increased penalties, dedicated enforcement teams, reporting systems and prevention programs.

In NSW, maximum penalties for serious illegal dumping offences have increased substantially, reaching
$500,000 for individuals and $2 million for corporations, (NSW Environment Protection Authority [EPA],
2024). with higher penalties applying to certain asbestos-related offences. Regional lllegal Dumping
(RID) squads also support local councils through coordinated investigations and enforcement activities.
In Victoria, the lllegal Waste Disposal Taskforce brings together relevant government agencies to target
high-risk locations through surveillance, intelligence and investigative approaches.

Another important development is the emphasis on the responsibility of waste owners. Handing rubbish
to a contractor does not necessarily remove the responsibility to ensure that it is disposed of lawfully.
Keeping disposal receipts and obtaining appropriate documentation can help demonstrate that waste
has been taken to an authorized facility. These measures highlight an important principle: environmental
responsibility does not end when waste leaves our homes, businesses or construction sites.

What can individuals and communities do?

Addressing illegal dumping requires more than government action. Individuals, businesses and
communities all have a role in protecting the environment.

e Dispose of waste responsibly: Use authorized waste facilities and council collection services
rather than leaving unwanted items in public spaces.

e Check waste contractors: Before engaging a rubbish removal service, ensure that the provider is
legitimate and understands lawful disposal requirements.

o Report illegal dumping: If you witness illegal dumping or identify an abandoned waste site, report
it to your local council or relevant environmental authority.

o Avoid disturbing hazardous materials: Never handle suspected asbestos or other dangerous
waste. Keep a safe distance and notify the appropriate authorities.

o Promote environmental awareness: Encourage family members, neighbors and community
groups to understand the environmental and financial consequences of illegal dumping.

¢ Reduce waste at its source: Reuse, repair, donate and recycle suitable items wherever possible.

Small individual actions can contribute to broader environmental improvements when supported by
collective community responsibility.

Building a culture of environmental responsibility

lllegal dumping is not simply a waste
management problem. It raises important
questions about environmental justice, social
responsibility and the effectiveness of
environmental governance. When waste is
illegally discarded, the environmental and
financial consequences are often experienced
by people who had no involvement in the
original offence. Local communities, taxpayers
and future generations may bear the costs of
decisions made by individuals or businesses
seeking to avoid their responsibilities.

A sustainable response must therefore
combine public education, convenient disposal
services, stronger enforcement and
accountability across commercial waste
supply chains. Government agencies have an
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important role in establishing and enforcing environmental standards. However, lasting change also
depends on the willingness of individuals and businesses to recognize that responsible waste
management is a shared obligation. Australia's natural environment is one of its most valuable assets.
Protecting bushland, waterways, coastal areas and community spaces requires more than
environmental policies; it requires everyday decisions that reflect respect for the places in which we
live.

Every item we dispose of carries a responsibility. Choosing the right way to manage our waste is a
simple but meaningful contribution to a cleaner, healthier and more sustainable Australia.
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