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Marine Debris:
How Recreational

Boateri- Care Help Solve
a Serious Problem

Jim Hump&revs and Patti Mullin

Recreational boaters and others who use and
enjoy our marine waters are faced today with a very
serious problem � waste disposal. Most people are
aware of waste disposal problems on land, but not
everyone knows that  here is also a growing crisis a 
sea. More than 14 billion pounds of crew wastes,
gear, and cargo are lost or dumped into the oceans
every year from vessels involved in recreational boat-
ing, commercial fishing, merchan  shipping, pas-
senger service, and other marine-related activities.

Because the problem has reached such enor-
mous proportions, laws have been enacted to prohibit
the disposal of plastics, boat garbage, oil, hazardous
materials, and sewage into marine waters. This pub-
lication focuses on the issue of wastes in the marine
environmen  � where they come from, what damage
they cause, and how the problem can be reduced.

Plastics in the Marine
Environment

Many plastic items are ideal for use on
boats. They are lightweight, strong, and durable. Vir-
tually every boat has lines, rope, straps, sheeting,
food packaging, kitchenware, fishing gear, and other
i ems made from some kind of plastic. Yet plastic is
one of  he major offenders in the problem of marine
debris.

Threat t j Marine Life
Plastic debris causes problems for marine

life in several ways. First, some animals such as fish,
whales, porpoises, seabirds, and turtles may mistake
plastics for food. If items like plastic bags, pieces of
styrofoam, piastic bottle caps, and cigarette lighters
are swallowed, they can cause death through blocked
passages, ulcerations, toxic accumulation, and
starvation.

A second major problem is entanglement.
Discarded or lost fishing gear, six pack rings, and



strapping bands have;ill been found to entangle lish,
seahirds. marine m<immals. and crabs- usually re-
»ulting in starvation or drowning,

Lost gear can also cause probleins. An
abandoned crab pot, for example, can continue to
catch crabs until its degradable panel roti  a process
that takes about 6 months!. Fishing line c;m ball up
and become a deadly snare for tish, crabi. and sca-
birdi, both at »ea and on shore. When lie ing marine.
rc»ourcc» are killed needle~sly hy lost or abandoned
gear. wc arc all  he losers.

'Safety Risks for Vessels aml C'n w
An encounter with debris at sea can bc dan-

gerous for people. Nunierous boats have become dis-
abled when floating plastic items such ai line and nct
scrap~ have fouled propellcrs and clogged water in-
take valve», If such incidents occur where no help ii

available, the result» couId he disastrous Aesthetic impacts
There ii nothing attractive about a beach or

a bay littered with plastic bottles, scraps of net, rusty
cans. food remnant». styrofoam cups, and other bits
of debris. Yet such sights are becoming common-
place, Recent surveys of' beaches in Washington,
Oregon, Texas. and even remote areas of Alaska and
the Antarctic have shown that plastics and other
kinds of debris are washing up on shore in great
quantities. Because plastic i» long-lasting, such trash
is destined to be an eyesore for years, Some states
have initiated beach clean-up projects to attack the
problem. In Washington, for example, the Adopt-A-
Beach Program i» organizing clean-ups on a county
hy county basis.  For more information, call �06!
296-6544 in Seattle.!

E c ononaic Lo sses

Marine debris can cost boaters money in the
form of repair bills for propeller damage and burned-
out pumps, as well as charges for divers and dry-
docking, A survey at a recent Fish Expo indicated
that more than half of the commercial fishermen

questioned had sut'fered damage from marine debris,
with the average cost of repair excccding SI,900.



Disp<rsal .V et1u>d

Water disposal prohibited

Garbage Type

Plastics includes syn-
thetic ropes. fishing nets,
and p astic bags

Floating strapping. 1ining
and packing material

Water disposal prohibited
within 25 miles of nearest
land

Paper, rags, glass, metal,
bottles, crockery. and sim-
ilar refuse

Water disposal prohibited
less than 1 niiles from
nearest land.

Water disposal prohibited
less than 3 miles from
nearest land

Paper, rags, glass, ctc.
ground or pulverized to
less than 25 inm

Food waste not ground Water di sposat prohibited
1css than 12 miles from
nearest land

Food waste ground to less
than 25 inin

Water disposal prohibited
less than 3 miles from
nearest land

Mixed refuse Disposal reficcts the re-
quiremen s ot the most
s ringent coinponents of the
m! x

Other Wastes

Efforts to Reduce the
Problem

On December 31, 1988, the Marine Plastic
Pollution Research and Control Act  MPPRCA! went
into effect to help reduce the problems caused by
marine plastics. It prohibits the dumping of plastic
trash anywhere in the ocean and the disposal of un-
processed garbage within 12 miles of shore. The ma-
jor provisions of this act are summarized below.

Table 1. Major provisions of MPPRCA relating to the
Pacific Coast and Alaska

In addition to adhering to the provisions of
this new law, you can help by following the sugges-
tions li~ted at the end of this publication under the
section What You Can Do to Help.

Plastics, of course, do not create the only
problem. Other wastes, if not disposed of properly,
can harm the natural resources that you as a boater

want to enjoy. Because thc following information is
general, you should check with local officials in your
home port for current disposal information.

Boat  >arhage
Non-plastic boat garbage, such as food

wastes and paper, should be disposed of properly on
land. The table at the left explains what materials
may be legally disposed of in marine waters.

Waste Oil
Waste engine oil should be returned to an

oil recycling center. Many harbors and gas stations
offer this service. In Washington State, contact  he
Oil Recycling Hotline at 1 � 800 � RECYCLE for the
location ol' the facility nearest you. Never mix any-
thing with used engine oil because the resulting com-
pound is considered a hazardous waste and it is ex-
tremely expensive to dispose of properly and legally.

Hazardous Materials

Many materials used on board recrea ional
boats arc considered hazardous materials and need to

be disposed of properly. Suck materials include de-
greasers, acids, paint, paint thinners, fuel, and anti-
freeze. Never dump these materials overboard or
place them in a dumpster. For information about
their proper disposal, contact the Hazard Hotline at
1-800 � 633 � 7585.
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Washington Sea Grant has also produced
several other brochures in its Marine Debris Series,
as well as a poster depicting an octopus working to
help clean up plastic debris in the ocean. For more
information on obtaining copies of these brochures
and/or the poster, contact one of the addresses
below.

%hat You Can Do to Help

Washington Sea Grant
Nor h Sound Offiee
19 Harbor Mall
Bellingham, WA 98225
�06! 676-6429

AprilWSG-AS 89-4

This pamphlet is made available through the Public lnvolvcmcni and Education Proje<:I financed by proceeds from the Washington State
Cenrenniat Clean Water Fund and administered by the pager Sound Water Quality Authority. Additional funding was provided by grant number
NAbfr*A-D-SG044, projecr A!Fp-7  Marine Advisory Services! from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Admrnrs ra intr ra ihe Washing on
Sea Grani Program. This pamphlet may noi be reproduced withour permission from Sca Grani

Washington Sea Grani programs, services and publicaiions are available io all without discrimination.
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Sewage
Boats should have working marine sanita-

tion devices. You should locate the pump-out facility
available a  your home port. In addi ion, you may
contact the Boater Environmental Education Pro-

gram in Olympia at �06! 586 � 8S92 for a free map
of pump-out facilities in the Puget Sound area.

If you are interested in spor s fishing, you
should be concerned about the fish, crabs, and other
marine life being killed by marine debris. If you are
interested in marine mammals and seabird popula-
tions, you should be concerned about the effects of
marine debris on these animals. If you are worried
about safety, you should be concerned about vessel
encounters with debris. If you are interested in pre-
serving pristine views in the boa ing areas you visit,
you should be concerned about the visual impact that
marine debris has. In short, every boater has a stake
in the clean-up of marine debris. Here are some sug-
gestions to help you be part of the solution;

~ Stow your trash on board in a secure
place where it won'  accidentaily blow or wash over-
board. Bring it back to port for safe disposal.
~ Make sure that all pieces of fishing line
and other gear make it back to port with you.
~ Retrieve marine debris you see, if prac-
tical, and bring it back to port.
~ Use bulk containers to reduce the amount
of plas ic wrapping on food items.
~ Consider installation of a trash compac-
tor if your vessel has the space.
~ Encourage the use of paper and glass
utensils instead of styrofoam ones.
~ Get involved and encourage other people
to help solve the marine debris problem.
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