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This briefing supports local authorities in creating local Healthier 
and Ethical Advertising Policies to limit harmful outdoor advertising 
that undermines public health, climate, and community wellbeing, 
and to develop strategies to limit the dominance of advertising in 
public space. 

 

1.​ Local authority powers to limit advertising  
_____________ 
Healthier and Ethical Advertising and Sponsorship Policies, and 
wider strategies, present an opportunity for local authorities to 
further their existing health and environmental policy goals. 
Adopting a policy to limit harmful advertising allows for joined-up 
thinking across different council departments, and accelerating 
progress towards public health and net zero climate targets.  

It should be noted that restricting advertising for harmful products  
(e.g. tobacco or Sports Utility Vehicles (SUVs)) is not the same as 
banning the products themselves.  

Local authorities usually have control of the following areas of 
advertising: 

●​ Advertising content on council-owned assets (including: 
online; bus stops; billboards and screens on council-owned 
land under contract with commercial companies). 

●​ Planning consent for new advertising infrastructure (bus 
stops, billboards and digital advertising screens). 

●​ Advertising on transport networks via passenger transport 
bodies (such as Transport for London, Transport for Greater 
Manchester, Merseytravel, etc) who are accountable to local 
democratic bodies such as Mayors’ offices. 
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2. Concerns raised over outdoor advertising​
_____________ 
When residents become aware of planning applications for new 
advertising sites in their area, there is usually strong opposition. 
Large numbers of residents object to corporate advertising in their 
neighbourhoods, preferring a visual environment which reflects the 
unique identity of their local area, the values of local communities 
and the local economy. There are also concerns over the prevalence 
of harmful advertising content, such as the promotion of products 
that are harmful to public health and the environment.  

Outdoor advertising can: 

●​ Undermine public health goals. Promotion of unhealthy 
food and drink, gambling, alcohol or petrol/diesel-powered 
cars conflicts with health objectives and costly programmes 
such as tackling obesity, encouraging active travel, 
improving air quality or reducing alcohol- and 
gambling-related addiction and harm. 

●​ Weaken environmental and climate objectives. 
Advertising content normalises high-carbon products and 
services such as polluting cars, airline travel or meat. 
Advertising for private cars undermines public transport and 
prevents a behavioural shift to mass transportation that 
forms part of many local authorities’ roadmap to net zero. 

●​ Distort local economies in favour of large corporations over 
small businesses. Local businesses are undercut even 
though they return more money back into the local 
economy, supporting high streets and local employment. 

●​ Increase energy use and visual clutter from new digital 
screens. One double-sided digital pavement advertising 
screen uses three times the electricity of the average British 
home and increases light pollution. Councils can take 
measures to prevent the introduction of new advertising 
infrastructure by including policies in the Local or 
Neighbourhood Plan or equivalent. 

Figure 1: Billboard advertising unhealthy food in Birmingham. 
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https://adfreecities.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Living-Next-to-Digital-Billboards-Residents-Testimonials-Adblock-Bristol-2021-M32.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/community-currency-bristol-brixton-sustainable-finance
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/community-currency-bristol-brixton-sustainable-finance
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/jan/09/electronic-advertising-boards-manchester-energy-use-consumption
https://adfreecities.org.uk/light-pollution/


 

3. Policy recommendations: Corporate Advertising 
and Sponsorship ​
_____________ 
Policy Recommendation 1: Create an Advertising and 
Sponsorship Policy to govern the content of advertising sites 
within council control (e.g. bus stops) 

Councils have commercial contracts (sometimes known as 
Advertising Concession Agreements) with outdoor advertising 
companies such as Bauer Media Outdoor UK or JCDecaux. Councils 
can limit the most harmful categories of advertising on these sites. 

Create or update council Advertising and Sponsorship Policies to 
exclude ads for: 

●​ Unhealthy foods, i.e. those High in Fat, Salt or Sugar (HFSS). 

●​ High carbon products e.g. fossil fuel companies, polluting 
vehicles, flights; ultra-fast fashion. This is also understood as 
a public health issue by the Faculty of Public Health.  

●​ Gambling, payday loans, vaping and alcohol. 

●​ Meat, dairy and/or industrially farmed animal products.  

Many councils in the UK have introduced Healthier and Ethical 
Advertising Policies, including Edinburgh, Sheffield, Brighton and 
Hove, Cardiff, Bristol, Liverpool, York, Hackney, Devon County 
Council and many more. 

 

Case study: Sheffield 
 
Sheffield City Council introduced a Healthier and Ethical Advertising and Sponsorship 
Policy in 2024. Council-owned billboards around the city no longer promote fossil fuel 
companies, airlines, airports and fossil fuel-powered vehicles, underscoring the city’s 
commitment to sustainability and its efforts to improve air pollution. 
 
The policy also restricts advertising and sponsorships promoting health-harming 
products, including gambling, alcohol and unhealthy food, helping to reduce and 
prevent common health issues, with potentially significant co-benefits for the council 
and local health services.  
 
With exemptions for small local businesses, the policy ensures the city’s local economy 
can thrive while protecting community health and wellbeing.  

 
For further advice and resources, contact us at 
hello@adfreecities.org.uk or visit: 
www.adfreecities.org.uk/how-to-create-ad-free-cities/ask-your-counc
il-for-change/policy-recommendations/  

 
3 
 

https://www.fph.org.uk/media/mzekabgc/fph-low-carbon-advertising-and-sponsorship-policy.pdf
https://www.sheffield.gov.uk/news/2024/new-sheffield-advertising-policy-puts-people-and-planet-its-heart
https://www.sheffield.gov.uk/news/2024/new-sheffield-advertising-policy-puts-people-and-planet-its-heart
mailto:hello@adfreecities.org.uk
http://www.adfreecities.org.uk/how-to-create-ad-free-cities/ask-your-council-for-change/policy-recommendations/
http://www.adfreecities.org.uk/how-to-create-ad-free-cities/ask-your-council-for-change/policy-recommendations/


 

4. Policy recommendations: reducing outdoor 
advertising sites   

_____________ 
Policy Recommendation 2: Include recommendations for 
advertising in Local or Neighbourhood Plans 

Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) determine planning applications 
for new advertising infrastructure, including digital advertising 
screens. Councils can include policies in Local or Neighbourhood 
Plans that outline a rationale for refusing new advertisements. An 
example is Bristol’s most recent Local Plan 2023 Policy AD1: 
Advertisements (p198)    

Concerned residents can spot and respond to planning applications 
one at a time, but this ‘firefighting’ strategy is not sustainable and 
residents will struggle to keep up with the raft of applications being 
submitted. (For example, in Bristol 86  new applications for screens 
were submitted at once.) Advertising firms can use financial power 
and salaried staff to outpace residents who volunteer their time to 
object to applications. 
Figure 2: Neglected billboards in Norwich. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Dealing with existing billboards   

_____________ 
●​ Review and enforce planning/permitting conditions to 

remove outdated or non-compliant billboards. 

●​ Encourage repurposing ad sites with community art, green 
space or public information. 

●​ Reduce or remove outdoor advertising sites altogether as 
has been done in cities across the world, including Grenoble 
and towns in Switzerland. 

 

Adfree Cities is a network of groups across the UK concerned about 
the impacts of corporate advertising on our health, wellbeing, 
environment, climate, communities and the local economy. We 
campaign for happier, healthier cities free from the pressures of 
corporate outdoor advertising.  www.adfreecities.org.uk 
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https://www.bristol.gov.uk/files/documents/6894-bristol-local-plan-main-document-publication-version-nov-2023/file
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/files/documents/6894-bristol-local-plan-main-document-publication-version-nov-2023/file
https://adfreecities.org.uk/2022/05/ad-screen-madness-86-new-screens-for-bristol/
https://adfreecities.org.uk/2022/05/ad-screen-madness-86-new-screens-for-bristol/
https://www.france24.com/en/20141124-french-city-grenoble-bans-advertising-favour-trees
https://adfreecities.org.uk/2025/11/billboards-banned-in-swiss-town-lancy/
http://www.adfreecities.org.uk
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