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Safe Litter Removal In 
Compliance With COVID-19 

Restrictions 
 
The state of Illinois remains under a 
stay at home order to reduce the 
spread of COVID-19. Friends of the 
Chicago River encourages people to 
follow stay at home procedures. We 
want everyone to stay safe, protect 
others, and help reduce the spread of 
the virus.   
 
This toolkit is to prepare community 
leaders to safely organize clean-up 
events when restrictions on group 
gatherings are modified or lifted.  
 
Throughout the summer, we 
encourage individuals to safely pick up 
litter independently as part of the My 
Chicago River Day Summer Challenge. For 
more information on how to safely 
pick up litter by yourself, please visit 
the Chicago River Day page on 
Friends’ website 
www.chicagoriver.org/getinvolved, 
under Get Involved.” 
 

http://www.chicagoriver.org/getinvolved


 

 

Together we can create a Litter Free Chicago River! 
 
Litter is a pervasive issue across the globe. We see it every day in our 
rivers, lakes, open spaces and neighborhoods. It limits our enjoyment  
of nature’s beauty, but it’s more than an eyesore. Litter makes our 
environment unhealthy and unsafe, ruins habitat, contaminates  
drinking water, and has negative economic impacts. 
 
With generous support from the Mars Wrigley Foundation, Friends is 
working toward a Litter Free Chicago River by organizing litter cleanups, 
data collection and sharing best practices to reduce waste before it gets in the 
water. The experience we gained hosting litter cleanups with community groups, businesses, and civic 
organizations taught us a lot, especially that it will take a team effort to make our rivers truly litter free. 
  

We created this toolkit to share what we’ve learned and assist you in 
leading your own volunteer cleanups. By cleaning up your 
neighborhood parks, riverbanks, and streets you’ll be part of the Litter 
Free Chicago River movement to bring wildlife habitat back, instantly 
beautify the area, and deter future littering. 
 
Picking up litter may not sound fun, but most people have a great time! 
Often people come away transformed by the sense of accomplishment 
and by seeing an immediate positive impact on their environment.  
Plus, you never know what you’ll find.  
 

If you are interested in organizing a clean-up, Friends can support you by 
providing gloves and bags, lending you trash grabbers, as well as providing 
organizational guidance and promotional assistance.  

 
Community leaders like you  

make this program a success. 

 

Thank you  

for creating a 

Litter Free  

Chicago River! 

  
  

The mission of  
Friends of the 
Chicago River is to  
improve and protect  
the Chicago River 
system for people, 
plants, and animals. 



 

PLANNING A LITTER CLEANUP 
 

Huzzah! You are thinking of planning a clean-up. Where to start?  

 
SITE SELECTION 
 

Where do you notice trash collecting? Do you have a favorite park 

or hike? Could your street use some attention? Select your site 

using these guiding questions, as well as the estimated number of 

volunteers you expect and the needs of the location. 
 
 

 
 
VOLUNTEER RECRUITMENT 
 

The more people that help, the greater your impact. 

Encourage friends to volunteer, ask to speak at a 

community meeting, or send out an email; there are 

lots of ways to spread the word. It’s helpful to invite 

potential volunteers by creating an event page through 

a platform like EventBrite, Facebook or both! 

Not so tech savvy? Create a flier with the location, 

date and time, and post the flier in local coffee shops 

or community bulletin boards.  
 

Friends can help with this step!  
 

Prepare volunteers to be safe, happy and successful by letting them know what time to arrive, where to 

meet, how to dress, what to bring with them, like their own water in a reusable bottle. Encourage 

volunteers to participate in the manner they feel comfortable. There are jobs for all abilities like 

additional outreach, on-site registration, organizing a snack, handing out supplies, acting as safety 

monitors or helping with data collection. It’s important to be prepared for the possibility of inclement 

weather, so be sure to let volunteers know where cancellation information is available. 

• Stay away from existing or potential safety hazards like unstable landscape banks and busy roads. 

• Be sensitive to the ecosystem. Plan clean-ups near trails to avoid trampling native plants. 

• Before making plans, determine site ownership, seek permission, and follow their requirements. 

                                         Friends can help with this step! 

• If you decide to clean up a street, or cannot determine the ownership of a site, the cleanup is  

at your own risk, and volunteers should sign the waiver attached agreeing to this responsibility.  

• Tour your site before the cleanup so you know potential safety hazards and litter hot spots. 

• Locate the nearest restroom. If the site does not have one, seek permission from a nearby 

business or let volunteers know the site does not have restroom facilities.  

 

 



 

 

COMMUNITY SUPPORT 
 

Building awareness of your event will also maximize your impact. Though not required, there are several 

ways to amplify your efforts such as reaching out to elected officials, the media, and local businesses 

who can all help draw in additional volunteers and sponsors.  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
  

 Tips on how to amplify your efforts: 

• Reach out to local businesses to see if they are interested in sponsoring your event by 

providing coffee, snacks, promotional support or possible volunteers. 

• Invite elected officials. They want to know what is happening in the community and express 

support of environmental initiatives.   

• Invite reporters and bloggers. Customize communications to individual reporters and bloggers.  

Be sure to mention cool facts about the site, as well as the public officials  and sponsors attending. 

• Encourage volunteers to post on social media and invite friends to the event. 

• Invite local groups as “co-hosts” to Facebook events, so the cleanup will show up in their events.  

 

 

• Employ social media promotions though Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, or YouTube. 

 



 

DAY OF THE CLEANUP 
 

The day is here! Now to have fun doing some important work! 
 
 

1) Prepare yourself:  

 Dress for the weather. 

 Wear something bright to be spotted easily by volunteers.  

 Eat something! Hungry people often have less patience, 

attention span, and energy. 
 

2) Bring: 

 Supplies: full, reusable water bottle, signs, tape, table, tent, 

chairs, gloves, bags, waivers, pens, clipboards, table, tent, 

camera, first aid kit, fully-charged phone, and back up batteries are helpful too! 

If available, some organizers bring water cups/cooler, litter grabbers, snacks, and music. 

 A friend! See if there is someone who’s willing to co-host the event or assist you.  

Having additional leadership makes the clean-up safer, easier, and more fun! 
 

3) Before your event:  

 Arrive 30 minutes to one hour before your cleanup begins. 

 Do a quick walk of the site to see if there are any new safety concerns.  

 Consider taking some “before” pictures; utilize a landmark you can identify in “after” pictures. 

 Put up signs near the parking lot entrance or meeting spot to help volunteers find you. 

 Create a ‘homebase” at the meeting spot where you asked volunteers to gather. Use a picnic 

table if one is available, or set up a table or tent. (Some landowners have restrictions on setting 

up tents or signage so be sure to clear your plans with them.) 
 

 SMILE! Greet volunteers and thank them for volunteering. 

 

 

  



 

 

4) The Welcome Circle:  

Give straggling volunteers a grace period of five or so minutes, but it is important to begin close to 

the designated time period in order to be respectful of the volunteers who did show  on time.  
 

To begin, get your outside voice on and speak loudly and clearly. 

 Can I please have your attention? Let’s all gather together so we can begin. 

 Welcome everyone! (SMILE!) 

 Thank you all for coming to clean up this (neighborhood, park, street). 

 My name is XX. I organized this clean-up because litter is a significant problem here and around 

the world. Together we will make our community and river system a cleaner and healthier place, 

and contribute toward creating a Litter Free Chicago River. (Introduce co-hosts, let them speak.) 

Please feel free to ask me/us questions or alert us to any unsafe situations or trash.  

 Today we are happy to be joined by XX. Introduce elected officials; ask if they’d like to speak. 

 Our clean-up is being sponsored by XX. Iintroduce sponsors; ask if they’d like to speak.   

 Today we are working in XX. Describe the site, any special qualities, the designated work area. 

 The nearest bathroom is XX. 

 We will be working till XX. (10 minutes before your event ends so you have time for a picture.)  

 Please bring trash back here to the meeting spot, so we can take a group picture at the end. 

 I’ve noticed some hot litter spots XX. 



 

The Litter Bandit illustrates 
best practices for clean-ups: 
Hair tied back, face mask, 

gloves, long sleeves,  
long pants, and layers.  

Capes optional but fun! 

CLEANUP SAFETY 
 

It is important to prepare volunteers with best practices and safety guidelines so they know what to do 

should they encounter various potential hazards during the cleanup. 
 

Best Practices (include these in your event posting) 
 

Volunteers should:  

 Dress for the weather with layers or appropriate rain gear. 

 Wear long pants and long sleeves.  

 Wear sturdy shoes that can get dirty, boots, or galoshes.  

 Wear gloves. If using disposable gloves, bring a few extra.  

 Wear a mask to cover your nose and mouth when necessary.  

 Wear sunscreen/insect repellant as necessary. 

 Tie hair back or wear a hat. 

 Bring water, preferably in a reusable bottle.  

Take off gloves to drink and put new ones on after.  

 Supervise minors! We consider cleanups family-friendly,  

but leave it to parents to decide if their child can follow  

safety directions. Generally, kids eight and up can participate. 

 If working in a defined area, walk to the farthest point away, 

and collect trash as you get closer to homebase. This way your  

bag is getting heavier as you get closer to the meeting spot.  

Pro tips, especially in the time of COVID-19: 

 Invest in litter grabbers. This makes cleaning up litter safer, easier and more 

accessible for all abilities. We like the “big tweezer” style;  

it doesn’t break as often as other models! 

 Use a five gallon bucket to make collecting litter easier. That way you aren’t  

trying to open the bag top over and over. This also reduces plastic use! 

 Remember to properly socially distance and ensure your volunteers do to. 

 

 
 
  



 

WELCOME CIRCLE SAFETY TALK 
 

 If waivers are necessary they must be turned in to  

the organizer before you can participate.  

 Work in pairs. It’s safer and more fun that way! 

 The organizer brought a basic first aid kit with  

band-aids and antiseptic if you get a small scrape. 

 Watch your step, avoid areas that may be dangerous,  

like steep banks, wobbly rocks, or areas slippery after rain. 

 Respect other people’s property.  

 Do not disturb people who may be homeless or throw 

away anything which might be theirs.  

 Get help lifting heavy objects.  

Lift with your legs, not with your back.  

 Do not crush cans! Sometimes things are inside them. 

 Anything that appears to be of industrial, medical or unidentifiable origin should be considered 

hazardous waste. If you find anything you can’t identify, report it to the organizer. 

 Be careful not to touch hypodermic needles, razors or other sharp waste. Organizers will contact the 

landowner or proper authority so it may be disposed of properly. 

 Sharp waste should be disposed of in a “sharps container” or other hard container,  

such as a coffee can or water bottle. Keep separate from other debris.  

 Watch out for poison ivy – it likes to grow near water. Look for three leaves 

on a leaflet, with leaflets alternate on the stem. Early in the year leaves can be 

reddish, and plants may be only a few inches tall. In the summer, leaves are 

green but the plant does not always look the same. It can grow around a tree 

as a vine, or look like a shrub.  If you are not sure, don’t touch it –  

“Leaves of three, let it be!”  

 Ticks can be a concern when working in tallgrass or brushy areas.  

Tuck your pants into your socks and your undershirt to your pants 

to help reduce your risk. Do a tick check when you get home.  

 

These guidelines cover the safety basics, but ultimately by participating  

in a cleanup you assume your own risk and liability. 

  

Tick 

Poison 

Ivy 



 

Oil-based paints  Used motor oil  Paint thinners  Drain cleaners  Antifreeze 
Lawn chemicals  Insecticides  Solvents  Pesticides  Herbicides 
Old gasoline  Hobby chemicals Pool chemicals  Cleaning products Fluorescent bulbs 
Household batteries Agricultural chemicals Propane tanks  Smoke detectors  Mercury  
Explosives  Fireworks  Farm machinery oil Fire extinguishers Aerosol paints 
Lead-acid batteries Controlled substances Outdated medicines  Needles and medical wastes 
 

 

WASTE DISPOSAL GUIDANCE 
 

Volunteers can find a lot of crazy things. If you discover hazardous materials, please contact your state 

Department of Environmental Management, pollution control or similar public agency. Do not handle 

hazardous materials on your own. For illegal dumping or other water pollution in Cook County call the 

Metropolitan Water Reclamation District at (800) 332-DUMP (3867). City of Chicago residents can call 

311 if you encounter the following: 

 

THE CLEANUP 
 

 Distribute supplies. 

 Act as the safety monitor – this is hard, as much as possible supervise 
volunteers instead of joining in the cleanup.  

 You can bring people empty bags and haul full ones back to homebase. 

 Take pictures! Don’t be afraid to ask people to look up and smile. 
Smiling faces are a lot more interesting than backs or bums in the air.  

 
WRAP UP AND CELEBRATE 
 

 Take “after” pictures.  

 Give volunteers a five to 10 minutes heads up, so they know to start moving back to homebase. 

 Take a group picture with the trash collected! 

 Spend a few minutes talking about if people found anything strange or had insights about litter.  

 Offer snacks if you can! Provide hand sanitizer and a small snack like fruit or granola bar.  

This helps ensure volunteers walk away feeling happy and accomplished; low blood sugar can  

make people grumpy, leaving them with a bad impression.  

 Thank everyone for their time. Working together we can create a Litter Free Chicago River! 

  



 

 

 
 
VOLUNTEER RETENTION 
 

The clean-up will likely create an energized and excited group of volunteers who want to stay engaged.  

Here are a few ways to get return volunteers and continue building momentum for a Litter Free 

Chicago River:  
 

 If you plan on doing another clean-up, leave a sign-up sheet out for people to leave contact 

information for you so you can reach out to let them know about the next clean up.  

 Encourage volunteers to share photos and talk about their experience on social media.  

Use the hashtags #LosetheLitter and #LitterFreeChicagoRiver and tag @chicagoriver 

on Facebook and Twitter and @friendsofthechicagoriver on Instagram. 

 Follow up with Friends, elected officials, sponsors and reporters after the event. Include an 

event summary, how much trash was collected, anything strange found, and photos of course! 

 
 

 
Thank you so much for being a Friend of the River. 

 
 
 

For assistance planning a cleanup, 
please contact:  

Annette Anderson 
Volunteer and Event Coordinator 

Friends of the Chicago River 
aanderson@chicagoriver.org 
(312) 939–0490 extension 14  

 

  

mailto:aanderson@chicagoriver.org


 

RIVER CLEANUP LIABILITY WAIVER 
 

I, the undersigned, being the volunteer involved in the river cleanup project (hereinafter referred to as the 
“Project”) or being the parent or legal guardian of such a volunteer in the Project, in consideration of my or 
another’s participation in the Project, I hereby, for myself and any volunteer for who I am a parent or legal 
guardian release, discharge, hold harmless, and forever acquit 
(__________________________________________) [your name/organization] the program, or other 
local sponsors, and their officers, agents, representatives and employees from any and all actions, causes of 
action, claims or any liabilities whatsoever, known or unknown now existing or which may arise in the 
future, on account of or in any way related to or arising out of participation in the Project. Further, I assume 
all liability of any non-participants who accompany me.        Date_______________________ 

      Participant’s name (please print)___________________________________________ 

      Participant’s signature __________________________________________________ 

Participant’s age ___________________________________________ 

Signature of participant’s parent or legal guardian ______________________________________            u must sign the liability waiver to participate. 

 I AGREE TO THE PHOTO / VIDEO RELEASE  –  By checking this release, I grant and convey to 
(__________________________________________) [your name/organization]  and their successors, and 
assigns and anyone authorized by any of them, the irrevocable and unrestricted right to use and publish any 
and all photographic or digital images and video, audio or other recordings (in any medium) of me, my 
likeness or voice made in connection with my volunteer participation. 

 

 
RIVER CLEANUP LIABILITY WAIVER 

 

I, the undersigned, being the volunteer involved in the river cleanup project (hereinafter referred to as the 
“Project”) or being the parent or legal guardian of such a volunteer in the Project, in consideration of my or 
another’s participation in the Project, I hereby, for myself and any volunteer for who I am a parent or legal 
guardian release, discharge, hold harmless, and forever acquit 
(__________________________________________) [your name/organization] the program, or other 
local sponsors, and their officers, agents, representatives and employees from any and all actions, causes of 
action, claims or any liabilities whatsoever, known or unknown now existing or which may arise in the 
future, on account of or in any way related to or arising out of participation in the Project. Further, I assume 
all liability of any non-participants who accompany me.       Date_______________________ 

      Participant’s name (please print)___________________________________________ 

      Participant’s signature _____________________________________________ 

Participant’s age ___________________________________________ 

Signature of participant’s parent or legal guardian ___________________________________________            u must sign the liability waiver to participate. 

 I AGREE TO THE PHOTO / VIDEO RELEASE  –  By checking this release, I grant and convey to 
(__________________________________________) [your name/organization]  and their successors, and 
assigns and anyone authorized by any of them, the irrevocable and unrestricted right to use and publish any 
and all photographic or digital images and video, audio or other recordings (in any medium) of me, my 
likeness or voice made in connection with my volunteer participation.
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3. FOOD PACKAGING 
 

Food packaging is the largest 
category of waste in the U.S. 
This includes things like milk 
jugs, juice boxes, and snack 
packaging as well as fast food 
packaging (i.e. paper, 
Styrofoam, wax wrappings, 
coffee cups, and drink cups). 
Nearly half the litter in the 
U.S. is food packaging. While 
some of these items could be 
recycled, most are not. 

2. PLASTIC  
 

More than 22 billion plastic 

water bottles are thrown away 

yearly, meaning only about 

one in every six water bottles 

purchased in the United 

States ends up being recycled. 

An average water bottle 

weighs about 12.7 grams, 

adding up to over half a 

billion pounds of wasted 

plastic each year. 

1. CIGARETTE BUTTS 
 

Cigarette butts weigh one 
gram or less, but they account 
for 30% of all litter in the 
United States. They are the 
single worst offender in spite 
of their small size. More than 
one trillion cigarettes are 
discarded each year, weighing 
over two billion pounds, or 
the equivalent of 42 Titanics. 
They accumulate in our soil, 
on beaches, and rivers. 

Bonus: WHAT KIND OF 
TRASH WILL STAY IN THE 
RIVER THE LONGEST? 
Answer: MICROPLASTICS 
 

Microplastics can come from 
larger plastic items when they 
break down, or in the form of 
products like microbeads. 
Most microplastics float into 
the ocean, but many will mix 
with river sediments. This 
decreases the water’s oxygen 
levels and harms animals. 

5. ALUMINUM CANS 
 

Almost 100 billion aluminum 
cans are used in the U.S. 
annually, and only about half 
of these cans are recycled. 
The rest go to landfills or into 
the environment. Beverage 
containers account for 50% 
of roadside litter (though this 
statistic includes plastic 
containers), and much of that 
is washed into our waterways, 
hurting the ecosystem. 

4. PLASTIC BAGS 
 

Plastic bags are common in 
the United States. Over 100 
billion bags are used each year 
and most are not recycled. 
Plastic bags only weigh about 
eight grams each, but enough 
are littered annually to weigh 
as much as 176 adult blue 
whales. Plastic bags take 
almost as long to degrade as 
plastic bottles and leach 
harmful chemicals into the 
environment. 

 
Data collection is an important tool for us to understand litter so we can create 
transformative public policy to reduce trash in our streets and our rivers. While we have 
national and global statistics, gathering information about Chicago’s litter will be ultimately 
more persuasive to the public and decision makers about the importance of addressing litter. 
The following page is for data collection and will be used as a part of the Friends’ Litter Data 
Collection Taskforce. Submit your findings to friends@chicagoriver.org.  

THE MOST COMMON ITEMS FOUND DURING RIVER CLEANUPS 
There is a wide variety of trash found at river cleanups; from shopping carts to sofas, bottles to baby dolls. 

Source: Chelsea Alley, www.americanrivers.org 

mailto:friends@chicagoriver.org


 

                                                                                                                                     


