
TRASH TALKING: INNOVATIVE RESPONSES TO MARINE DEBRI S 
 

Sarah Morison, NOAA Office of Response and Restoration 
Carleigh Trappe, NOAA Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management 

Kris Wall, NOAA Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Marine debris is a persistent but often overlooked coastal management issue 
with wide-ranging impacts to a variety of sources.  NOAA’s Marine Debris 
Program defines marine debris as any man-made object discarded, disposed of, 
or abandoned that enters the coastal or marine environment.  It may enter 
directly from a ship, or indirectly when washed out to sea via rivers, streams and 
storm drains. Types of marine debris include derelict fishing gear, derelict 
vessels, and an assortment of domestic and industrial waste products.  Marine 
debris is a significant problem facing all coastal communities, threatening ocean 
and coastal ecosystems; fragile habitats; marine mammals, fish, and seabirds; 
human health and safety; navigation; and tourism.   
 
Efforts to address marine debris began in the 1970s, but there has been a 
renewed interest in marine debris since it was identified as a significant issue in 
the U.S. Commission on Ocean Policy’s 2004 report.  Recognizing the need for 
a centralized marine debris program within NOAA, Congress appropriated funds 
in 2005 and 2006 to establish the NOAA Marine Debris Program.  This program 
is undertaking a national and international effort focusing on identifying, 
removing, reducing and preventing debris in the marine environment.  In its 
efforts to develop a comprehensive plan to address marine debris, the NOAA 
Marine Debris Program is coordinating with NOAA programs with existing 
marine debris activities, including the Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource 
Management (OCRM).  OCRM administers the Coastal Zone Management Act 
(CZMA), as amended, which identifies marine debris as a coastal zone 
enhancement area in the section 309 enhancement grants program.  Under this 
program, states must identify the impact of marine debris (and primary sources 
responsible) in their state, evaluate the status of state programs to reduce the 
amount of marine debris, identify priority needs and gaps in addressing marine 
debris, and develop or revise programs to reduce the amount of marine debris.  
Through continued coordination between OCRM, the NOAA Marine Debris 
Program, and others, efforts to address marine debris can result in the 
development of effective solutions.  
 
NOAA has supported numerous marine debris projects at the state and local 
level.  These projects encompass a range of strategies for addressing marine 
debris, including removal, disposal and recycling; coordination and partnership 
development with local governments, businesses and industry; and education 
and outreach within coastal communities.  This paper focuses on four 
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innovative, creative and notable projects that can be applied in other coastal 
communities–the South Carolina Marine Debris and Abandoned Vessel 
Program, the Northwest Straits Commission’s Derelict Fishing Gear Removal 
Program, the Florida Monofilament Recovery & Recycling Program (MRRP), 
and the North Carolina Pier Litter Project.  In addition to presenting informative 
case studies, the paper will conclude by identifying potential funding sources 
and discussing information that OCRM is currently collecting about marine 
debris within the states.  
 

South Carolina Marine Debris and Abandoned Vessel Removal Program 
 
The South Carolina Department of Natural Resources, the U.S. Coast Guard, the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the South Carolina Department of Health 
and Environmental Control are approached several times a year concerning the 
removal of marine debris that obstructs navigation in channels, creeks and 
waterways.  The debris can present an environmental hazard and create a 
dangerous situation for boaters.   
 
To address the issue of removing very large marine debris (vessels, derelict 
piers) in a coordinated way, the four agencies listed above created the Marine 
Debris and Abandoned Vessel Removal Task Force to focus attention and 
design ways to remove identified marine debris.  The agencies on the Task 
Force have regulatory authority over boating, tidal marsh areas, and open water 
areas along South Carolina’s coast.  The key charges of the Task Force were to 
develop a checklist to prioritize inventoried marine debris items and develop a 
pilot program to begin removal based on the prioritized inventory.  The checklist 
considered a number of criteria for prioritizing, including: environmental 
impacts, navigational impacts, recreational use, economic impacts (tourism), 
legal and/or regulatory authority, public interest, cost for removal, potential 
permitting requirements, and lack of success through normal enforcement means 
to remove the vessels.  By having all agencies with regulatory authority on the 
Task Force, they were able to agree that none of the approved items on the 
prioritized list required permit authorization, thereby allowing contracted marine 
salvors to move swiftly and quickly achieve the main goal of removing the 
debris. 
 
Since this task force was convened, the importance of involving communities, 
local municipalities, and other federal agencies, such as NOAA, has been raised 
and will be addressed in the near future. 
 
Northwest Straits Commission’s Derelict Fishing Gear Removal Program 

 
With initial funding from NOAA’s Community Restoration Program, the 
Northwest Straits Commission began a comprehensive program to remove 
derelict fishing gear from Puget Sound.  In 2002, the state of Washington 
adopted legislation removing regulatory barriers and also required the 
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Department of Fish and Wildlife to adopt derelict fishing gear removal 
protocols.  The removal protocols were developed by the Commission in 
cooperation with numerous state and federal agencies and were approved in 
November of 2002.  Since then, the Northwest Straits Commission has been a 
leader in derelict fishing gear removal, mapping and training.  Clear procedures 
and guidelines ensure issues pertaining to permitting, the environment, 
insurance, removal, disposal and training are identified before a project begins 
and are addressed thoroughly for each project. 
 
In previous years, the Northwest Straits Commission focused on program 
development, including working with the state to develop the guidelines, 
locating and verifying derelict gear, building a database of sites and gear, 
determining the best methods of gear removal, observing derelict gear impacts, 
and removing and disposing of the recovered debris.  Many of these elements 
are continuing.  In addition, with funding from the NOAA Marine Debris 
Program, the Commission has begun holding derelict gear removal diver 
training, and exporting their project around the country as a model for working 
with a multitude of partners, the tracking and reporting database requirements, 
permitting needs to consider, and diver training. 
 

Florida Monofilament Recovery & Recycling Program (MRRP) 
 

The Florida Monofilament Recovery & Recycling Program is a statewide effort 
to decrease the negative impacts of monofilament fishing line left in the 
environment by educating the public on the problems caused by monofilament 
fishing line.  The program encourages recycling through a network of outdoor 
monofilament line recycling bins and drop-off locations, and by conducting 
regular volunteer monofilament line cleanup events.     
    
As an integral part of the program, the Monofilament Recovery and Recycling 
Program website is designed to provide the information and materials necessary 
to start and implement a monofilament recovery and recycling program in a new 
area.  Some of the materials available on the website include information on 
advertising and budgeting, evaluation materials, media contacts, surveys, 
guidance for volunteer coordination, targeting your audience, conducting 
cleanups, implementing the recycling, distributing materials, and for forming a 
task force.   
 
Several other states have used the guidance provided on the website of the 
Florida Monofilament Recovery & Recycling Program to develop their own 
programs.  Some states that have developed programs include North Carolina, 
Oregon, South Carolina, Texas, Puerto Rico and even the country of Bermuda.  
These programs are typically conducted at the county or state level, but some 
have been initiated by non-profit organizations or fishing associations. Most 
bins are maintained by volunteers who empty the bins, collect the line and send 
it to be recycled.  Recycled fishing line is melted down into raw plastic pellets 
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that can be made into other plastic products including tackle boxes, spools for 
line, fish habitats and toys.   
 
The Florida Monofilament Recovery & Recycling Program is an innovative 
project that not only focuses on reducing the environmental damage caused by 
discarded fishing line, but also on encouraging the expansion of the program 
into other regions by providing all the tools and information necessary for 
starting a new program.  Florida has been a leader in monofilament recycling, 
not only by the sheer amount of line they collect, but through their stewardship 
efforts to expand the program to other states and nations. 
 

North Carolina Pier Litter Project 
 
In 2003, the North Carolina Coastal Management Program, North Carolina 
Coastal Nonpoint Pollution Source Program, North Carolina Big Sweep, and the 
Ocean Conservancy partnered up to address marine debris issues associated with 
ocean fishing piers and angling activities.  The “Pier Litter Project” was 
designed to work with ocean pier fishermen on the prevention of pier and 
angling-based sources of marine debris.   
 
North Carolina Big Sweep and The Ocean Conservancy (both non-profit 
organizations) developed a pilot project targeting pier and angling debris based 
on results from the annual coastal cleanup, where a majority of the debris 
collected was related to fishing activities.  The project initially focused on six 
piers in southern North Carolina.  With additional support from the North 
Carolina Coastal Management Program and North Carolina Nonpoint Source 
Program, the Pier Litter Project was expanded to include all sixteen of the major 
ocean piers along the coast.  The North Carolina Coastal Management and 
Nonpoint Source programs also incorporated a fishing line recycling program 
into the Pier Litter Project.  
 
The Pier Litter Project includes developing and distributing educational signage 
and brochures that describe the persistence of marine debris in the environment 
and its effects on wildlife, such as ingestion and entanglement.  The project also 
provides recycling bins on or near piers, and pocket ashtrays to encourage 
proper disposal of cigarette butts.   
 
The project has been very successful, and the partner agencies and organizations 
have received positive feedback from project participants, fishermen and pier 
visitors.  Future plans for the project include further expansion to other piers, 
and incorporation of the educational and fishing line recycling components into 
coastal marinas and the North Carolina Clean Marina Program.    
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Conclusion 
 
Marine Debris projects, such as those discussed above, can be funded through 
various sources.  The NOAA Marine Debris Program supports marine debris 
projects through two grant opportunities–the NOAA Community-based 
Restoration Program (CRP), and a partnership program with the National Fish & 
Wildlife Foundation (NFWF).  NFWF funds projects that will result in benefits 
to living marine resource habitats and navigational waterways through removing 
and/or preventing marine debris, including projects that are coupled with a best 
management practice that limit the re-accumulation of debris.  The NOAA CRP 
brings together citizen groups, corporations and businesses, youth conservation 
corps, students, landowners, and local government, state and federal agencies to 
restore fishery habitat around the coastal U.S.A., including areas impacted by 
marine debris. 
 
In addition to these grant opportunities, states with approved Coastal Zone 
Management Programs are eligible to receive funding for marine debris projects 
under the Coastal Zone Management Act.  Funding is available under different 
sections of the Act, including section 306 Administrative Grants, section 309 
Coastal Zone Enhancement Grants, and the Coastal Nonpoint Pollution Control 
Program.  Under section 309, if a state identifies marine debris as a priority 
enhancement area, the state can use 309 funds, which requires no matching 
funds, to develop projects and programs to address marine debris.  Currently, 
states are performing assessments to evaluate what the state has done in the past 
five years to address specific coastal issues (one of which is marine debris) and 
to rank the priority level of each issue in the state.  For high-priority issues, the 
states must develop strategies for addressing the issue.  OCRM will be 
compiling this information in the summer of 2006 and will be able to provide 
details about what the states have done in the past five years to address marine 
debris; a list of the states that have identified marine debris as a high priority; 
and what types of programs and projects the states intend to develop to address 
marine debris.  This information will be shared with the NOAA Marine Debris 
Program and others to better inform their efforts and encourage coordination at 
the federal, state and local level. 
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