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Marine Litter 

Marine litter is any persistent, manufactured or processed solid material discarded, disposed of 

or abandoned in the marine and coastal environment. Marine litter consists of items that have been made 

or used by people and deliberately discarded into the sea or rivers or on beaches; brought indirectly to 

the sea with rivers, sewage, storm water or winds; or accidentally lost, including material lost at sea in 

bad weather.  

Marine litter originates from many sources and causes a wide spectrum of environmental, 

economic, safety, health and cultural impacts. The very slow rate of degradation of most marine litter 

items, mainly plastics, together with the continuously growing quantity of the litter and debris disposed, 

is leading to a gradual increase in marine litter found at sea and on the shores. 

Litter classification 

Table.1 List of litter types for comprehensive and rapid beach surveys. In all cases quantification can be 

made using either counts, weights and volumes. 
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This classification system comprises a list of 10 different material classes and a total of 77 discrete types 

of litter. 
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Marine litter monitoring aims to support (primary objectives) 

1) Quantification and characterization of marine litter for the purposes of developing and evaluating the 

effectiveness of management, control, enforcement and/or mitigation strategies in particular integration 

with solid waste management.  

2) Understanding of the level of threat posed by marine litter to biota and ecosystems.  

3) Provision of comparable datasets to support national, regional and global assessments of marine litter. 

 

 

                                 Fig.1 Different steps for developing a marine litter assessment. 

 

Different types of monitoring on Marine litter 

Beach-visual:  

Beach litter monitoring is a well-developed monitoring tool to determine trends of litter in the marine 

environment. It can also supply detailed information on composition and amount of litter, which can 

provide an indication of sources of litter and its potential impact. 
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Floating-Visual:  

Monitoring by visual observation is being done in the marine water, but without a harmonized protocol. 

Survey by boat/vessel:  

Monitoring by different types of boats ie. Motorised boats, Mechanised trawler (pelagic/mid water/ 

bottom trawl) were engaged for litter monitoring purpose to determine the trends of different litter 

composition in the marine environment (swept area method). 

Sea-Floor - Video on deep sea floor: 

The video protocols for seafloor litter monitoring in deep areas have been engaged in the several 

developed/developing countries. Similar techniques are used for other types of monitoring (e.g., for 

seafloor biota), and there are possibilities for coordination with monitoring for other descriptors and 

other directives. 

Sea-floor- Divers:  

The most common protocols for monitoring litter on shallow seafloor region using divers (fishers/ 

SCUBA divers). 

Biota-Birds (ingestion):  

Based on the fulmar litter monitoring, this is a well-developed monitoring tool, to determine trends in 

the amount and composition of litter ingested by marine birds. It is also suitable to be used as a floating 

litter indicator. 

Biota-Fish (ingestion):  

This is presently an area of intense research activity, to measure trends and regional differences in 

ingested litter in benthic and pelagic fishes. Its application depends on the distribution of the species 

considered. 

Selection of survey sites/area: 

Sites may be chosen randomly from a large number of possible sites, meeting certain criteria based upon 

the method and the monitoring purpose. Also, the sites may be revisited or chosen for each monitoring 

occasion. 

Sites can be chosen individually because they have certain characteristics. This may be because they are 

considered to have certain environmental or societal values. For example, a beach that has a high 

number of visitors, because the beach is situated in a certain area, or simply because the site has heavy 

litter loads. Usually, the site is revisited during subsequent surveys to assess trends. Priority should be 

given to the different monitoring programmes that measure the environmental status and its trends, in 

sites where the risk of harm is high. 

The appropriate marine litter monitoring protocol need to be chosen based on the concept of litter work, 

nature of sites/areas selected, sampling frequency, cost involved, geographic applicability, 

technical/expertise needed and its limitations. 
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SUMMARY OF DIFFERENT MARINE LITTER MONITORING PROTOCOLS  

(MSFD Technical Subgroup on Marine Litter) 
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