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Introduction

Marine debris poses a serious threat to our oceans and coasts, natural resources, human health and safety, and navigation.  It also threatens the safety of aquatic animals that can be injured or killed by entanglement or ingestion of debris, including protected and endangered species.  The mission and management responsibilities of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) include protecting and sustaining fisheries, marine mammals, endangered marine species, beach and shoreline management, and coral reefs.  All these can be adversely impacted by marine debris and it is NOAA’s mission to conserve and manage coastal and marine resources.  

NOAA Marine Debris Efforts

From 1985 to 1996, NOAA administered the Marine Entanglement Research Program, a marine debris research and management program that was created in response to growing public concern over the impacts of marine debris on wildlife.  Since then, NOAA has continued to support marine debris clean-up and prevention activities, such as the debris assessment and removal project in the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands, the use of satellite and aerial remote sensing to locate and track oceanographic features likely to accumulate floating marine debris, and support for the development and testing protocols for removing derelict fishing gear (DFG) from coastal waters.  However, many of these activities were not coordinated under a centralized program.  

In 2005, Congress appropriated funds for NOAA’s Office of Response and Restoration to re-establish a centralized marine debris program within the agency to organize, strengthen, and increase the visibility of the marine debris efforts.  By re-establishing a program, we hope to shed light on and better understand the sources and impacts of marine debris to our oceans and coasts, and contribute to the development of solutions.  
Re-centralized Program

Since the beginning of the year, NOAA has been very active to meet this request.  NOAA has re-established a cohesive program, inventoried marine debris-related activities within the agency, and identified key elements of the program.  The program’s objective is to undertake a national effort focused on identifying, removing, reducing, and preventing the occurrence of marine debris.  The program seeks to bring greater attention to this environmental problem.  To facilitate the overall reduction of the impacts of persistent debris on marine and coastal resources, habitats, and commerce, the program aims to accomplish the following actions:

· support research and monitoring activities to more precisely determine impacts of persistent marine debris on human, fish, and wildlife populations; 
· develop and test cost-effective methods of detection, tracking, and removal of debris in the ocean and coastal waters, leading to an operational procedure for finding and removing hazardous marine debris;
· work with our partners to develop comprehensive educational materials on problems caused by marine debris and actions people can take to reduce the impacts of marine debris on the environment; 
· work with other Federal agencies to re-establish the Interagency Marine Debris Coordinating Committee as stated in the U.S. Ocean Action Plan; and
· seek opportunities to work with external partners in various regions to co-sponsor projects aimed at reducing marine debris relevant to that area.
Marine Debris Projects

The program has already begun to support activities related to these key actions.  For example, the program is supporting a marine debris location, assessment, and removal pilot project in the Main Hawaiian Islands, as well as a marine debris port reception feasibility project in Honolulu.  There are also a number of marine debris educational and outreach awareness projects that are being developed that target boaters, anglers, general public, and local schools.  

Another area of study is looking at the impact and potential removal of DFG from our coastal waterways.  DFG are nets, lines, crab/shrimp pots, and other recreational or commercial fishing equipment that has been lost, abandoned, or discarded in the marine environment.  Entanglement of marine animals in DFG can injure animals, impair their mobility, and often result in their death.  Because much fishing gear today is made of plastic, it can last for years, and continue to fish and entangle marine animals after it is lost or disposed at sea.  NOAA has begun working with our partners to identify, map, and assess DFG in various regions around the country.  

The ultimate goal of this program is to work with our partners to have clean oceans, waters safe for navigation and marine wildlife, and an informed society that acts as steward of the oceans. 

