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Marine debris is a significant environmental problem causing entanglements, loss of tourism, unsightly beaches, animal and human injuries, and damaged property.  Marine debris can have economic, esthetic, and ecological impacts and can come from both land-based and water-based sources.  The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is concerned about the amount of marine debris in our oceans and on our beaches and has taken numerous actions over the years to control the release of marine debris and to clean marine debris from the environment.  

Marine debris became a nation-wide concern in the 1980’s as a result of beach closures in New Jersey.  At that time, due to concerns about the impacts of marine debris on both public health and the marine environment, EPA became one of the lead Federal agencies working to assess and prevent marine debris.  Using a number of statutory authorities, EPA has developed research, monitoring, and education/outreach programs to control and prevent marine debris. 

In 1987, an Interagency Task Force on Persistent Marine Debris was established at the request of 30 Senators.  EPA was one of seven federal agencies serving on the Task Force.  The Task Force was charged with “assessing the problem and the need for research, identifying potential reduction measures, and considering alternative actions to address the problem of plastic marine pollution.”  EPA was a strong supporter of the Task Force recommendations that directed Federal agencies to provide leadership and continue formal and informal coordination activities related to marine debris; develop comprehensive educational materials on problems caused by marine debris; implement all laws related to marine debris; conduct research and monitor marine debris; and participate in beach clean-up and monitoring. 

Since that time, EPA has been involved in the implementation of prevention and control programs under statutory authorities that address marine debris, including those dealing with: improper disposal of waste at sea and on shore, trash entering waterways through storm water drains; trash disposal and recycling; and monitoring marine debris trends in the environment.  

The International authorities include: 

· International Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter (London Convention), 1972; 

· Protocol of 1978 Relating to the International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL), 1973/1978; and 

· Convention for the Protection and Development of the Marine Environment of the Wider Caribbean Region, 1983 (Cartegena Convention).  

The Federal authorities include: 

· CWA; 

· Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA), 1976; 

· Act to Prevent Pollution from Ships, 1982; 

· Marine Plastic Pollution Research and Control Act (MPPRCA), 1987; 

· An Act to Study, Control, and Reduce the Pollution of Aquatic Environments from Plastic Materials and For Other Purposes, 1987; 

· Medical Waste Tracking Act, 1988; 

· Marine Protection, Research, and Sanctuaries Act (MPRSA), 1972; 

· Beach Act; and

· Shore Protection Act. 

In addition, EPA continues to be involved in a number of International and National programs to prevent and control marine debris.  The programs address the need for marine debris assessment, monitoring, and prevention, and include the development of outreach and educational materials, grant projects, guidance documents, beach cleanups, recycling efforts, and many other marine debris related activities.

EPA’s Marine Debris Control and Prevention Program efforts have included:   

· International efforts to remove marine debris from beaches through the International Coastal Cleanup;

· National efforts to provide guidance on marine debris including medical waste disposal guidance and beach cleanup guidance;

· Local efforts to control release of marine debris or remove it from U.S. waterways including the NY Floatables Action Plan, Clean Streets/Clean Beaches Program, Operation Clean Shores, Clean Marinas Program, and the Storm Drain Sentries Program; 

· Publication of educational materials such as the Wider Caribbean Basin curriculum for grades K-6 and the Popeye Public Service Announcement developed my CMC/TOC;

· Assessment of marine debris in U.S. harbors and the contribution from Combined Sewer Overflows (CSOs);

· Regulation of marine debris entering U.S. waterways from storm sewer drains;

· A 5-year statistical monitoring effort of marine debris found on beaches through the National Marine Debris Monitoring Program (NMDMP); and 

· National efforts to support recycling efforts including the demonstration recycling projects at marinas in NY and NJ. 

EPA’s two key marine debris activities at the present time are the International Coastal Cleanup (ICC) and the National Marine Debris Monitoring Program (NMDMP).  The ICC is maintained by the Ocean Conservancy and is focused on removing debris from the shorelines, waterways, and beaches; collecting and cataloging information about the type of debris; educating people on the issue of floatable debris; and using the information collected to effect positive change.  The success of the ICC depends on the participation of the volunteers who support and maintain the global effort.  In 2003, over 170,000 volunteers in 49 states and territories collected more than 3.7 million pounds of debris.  The cleanup takes place every year on the third Saturday in September. 

The National Marine Debris Monitoring Program, which is also maintained by the Ocean Conservancy is designed to gather scientifically valid marine debris data following a rigorous statistical protocol.  One of the goals of the program is to identify trends in the amounts of marine debris affecting the U.S. coastline and to determine the main sources of the debris.  The success of NMDMP depends on a national network of 700 trained volunteers to monitor the 130 coastal monitoring sites every 28 days. The program is in the 3rd year of a 5-year study period. 

EPA has been and will continue to be a key federal agency working to control and prevent marine debris.  EPA was a member of the Interagency Task Force back in the 1980s and EPA is now joining with other Federal agencies to re-establish a Marine Debris Interagency Steering Committee.  EPA will also continue to support the ICC and the NMDMP through the Ocean Conservancy.  EPA hopes that the data derived by volunteer efforts from the ICC and NMDMP will lead to more focused and informed decisions in the effort to combat marine debris. 

