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Think Outside 
the Trash 
 
Rubbish doesn’t disappear when it’s thrown away. Can you work 
out how long different things take to break down? 

You will learn 
Be a citizen 
Know that you’re a local, national, and international citizen, and understand your responsibilities. 

Care 

Help other people, think about their feelings, and care about the impact of your actions. 
 
 

You will need 
• Sticky tack  
• Scissors  
• Access to a printer  
• Image cards 

 
 

Before you begin  
 There are 10 image cards in this activity. It works best if everyone has their own card, so you may 

want to split into smaller teams depending on the size of your group. 

 Print and cut out one set of image cards for each team. You could bring in real items to use in this 
activity, rather than using the image cards. Just make sure the items are clean and safe to handle. 

 Arrange the time markers on the wall. You could print the cards we’ve made or write the times out 
on paper.  

Time | 20 mins   
Cost | £ 

Location | Indoors / Outdoors 
Group size | Whole section 

https://prod-cms.scouts.org.uk/media/14490/image-cards-think-outside-the-trash.pdf
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How long does it take each item to decompose?  
 Paper towels – 2 to 4 weeks 
 Banana peel – 2 to 5 weeks 
 Tea bags – 3 to 6 months 
 Wool socks – 1 to 5 years 
 Plastic bags – 10 to 20 years 
 Nylon shirts – 30 to 40 years 
 Tin cans – 50 years 
 Disposable nappies – 450 years 
 Plastic bottles – 450 years 
 Glass bottles – 100,000 years 

 

  

Get matching 
1. Everyone should chat about where waste goes after it’s been collected. The person leading the 

activity should explain that rubbish that isn’t sorted into recycling bins is taken to landfill sites, 
where it’s buried or burned for energy. 
 

2. If you’re splitting into teams, do this now. 
 

3. The person leading the activity should give each team a set of image cards. 
 

4. Each team should try to match the products with the number of years they think it takes to break 
down if it ends up in landfill or is discarded somewhere. 

 
5. When the teams are ready, each person should hold a product. They should stand along the time 

markers on the wall, depending on how long their product takes to decompose. 
 
6. The person leading the activity should read out the answers. Was anyone surprised by how long a 

certain product took?  You can find the answers below. 
 

7. Everyone should talk about plastics and why they cause a particularly big issue in our environment. 
There’s some information about this below. 
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Reflection  

 

 
 

Time Activity 

5 mins How did everyone feel when they found the litter?  Has anyone noticed any issues with 
litter in their area? How does it make them feel? 

Safety 
 

All activities must be safely managed. Use the safety checklist to help you plan and risk assess your 
activity. Do a risk assessment and take appropriate steps to reduce risk. Always get approval for the 
activity and have suitable supervision and an InTouch process. 
 
 Scissors  

Supervise young people appropriately when they’re using scissors. Store all sharp objects 
securely, out of the reach of young people. 
 

The problem with plastic  
 Lots of the things we use every day are made out of one material: plastic. Plastic is often used to 

hold things that we use (like shower gel or cold drinks) because it’s cheap, light and tough. If 
you’ve been litter picking, you might have found that a lot of items you collected were made from 
plastic. 
 

 Plastic is easy to make, and sometimes it’s necessary, but it’s also very difficult to get rid of.  
Plastic pollution is a huge problem across the world and it’s not going away. 

 
 Plastic takes a long time to break down. Most plastic isn’t biodegradable, which means it can’t be 

broken down into smaller pieces by bacteria or other organisms. Because of this, nearly all the 
plastic ever created still exists today. A lot of it is not recyclable. In the UK alone, it’s estimated that 
overall plastic waste is around 3.7 million tonnes per year. 

 
 If it’s not recycled, an empty drink bottle will take around 450 years to break down. Even then it 

doesn’t disappear – it just breaks into smaller and smaller pieces. 
 

 Plastic isn’t just a problem on land. Rivers around the world carry between 1.2 and 2.4 million 
tonnes of plastic into the sea every year – enough to fill 100,000 bin lorries. Plastics can easily get 
into waterways and oceans, harming the wildlife living there. Animals can become trapped in 
things like drinks can rings or plastic bags; they can also eat bits of plastic. Sadly, this can mean 
they might suffocate or starve. 

https://www.scouts.org.uk/volunteers/staying-safe-and-safeguarding/safe-scouting-cards/staying-safe-safety-checklist/staying-safe-leaders/
https://www.scouts.org.uk/volunteers/staying-safe-and-safeguarding/risk-assessments/
https://www.scouts.org.uk/volunteers/staying-safe-and-safeguarding/safety/planning-and-assessing-risk/guidance-for-supervision-of-activities/
https://www.scouts.org.uk/volunteers/running-your-section/intouch/
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Change the level of challenge 
It’s up to you how much detail you go into. Adjust it to fit your group. 
 
Instead of matching to the time markers, everyone could just place the items in order. Which do they 
think breaks down quickest? What takes the longest? 

 

Make it accessible 
Some people may struggle to read or process the numbers. You could read out the time markers and 
chat about what they mean, or just focus on putting the image in the right order to show which takes 
longest to break down.  
 
All Scout activities should be inclusive and accessible. 

 

Take it further 

Plan how you can take action to reduce the amount of litter in our environment. Find out more with 
some other activities on the theme of plastic pollution.  
 

https://www.scouts.org.uk/volunteers/inclusion-and-diversity/supporting-those-with-additional-needs-and-neurodiversity/reasonable-adjustments/
https://www.scouts.org.uk/volunteers/running-your-section/programme-guidance/take-part-in-generation-green/plastic-pollution/

