
Marine Debris

Marine debris is defined as “any persistent solid material that is manufactured or processed and directly,
or indirectly, intentionally, or unintentionally, disposed of, or abandoned, into the marine environment, or
the  Great Lakes” (NOAA). Marine debris can include things that are big or small, like plastic straws, soda
can rings, tires, fishing gear, and plastic bags. It is estimated that there are 5.25 trillion pieces of marine
debris or more. This debris can look like food to animals and if eaten, can cause injury or death. For
example, a plastic bag floating in the water can look a lot like a sea turtle’s prey...a jellyfish.

When lost, discarded, or abandoned fishing gear or lines are left in the ocean, it can continue to trap and
entangle marine life. It is referred to as ghost gear. Ghost gear also impacts the environment and impedes
navigation, or migrations, of marine animals. It is estimated that ghost gear accounts for about 10% of
marine debris.

How can we help? One of the ways we can help with keeping marine debris out of the ocean is to reduce,
reuse, and recycle the items we use everyday. We can avoid using items that are made of single-use
plastic, like straws and plastic bags. We can use a reusable water bottle or coffee cup, and we can buy
items from companies that don’t use plastic packaging. We can also participate in cleanups or pick up
items whenever we are at the beach and around our neighborhood. Free divers and scuba divers can use
their dives to clean up marine debris and ghost gear as well.
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Marine Debris Activity

Now that you have learned about marine debris and ghost gear, what solutions do you have to help with
this global problem? What are the challenges we face in finding, and removing, ghost gear and marine
debris? What are some steps that you will take at home to help combat marine debris or ghost gear?
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Ghost Gear

1. Research types of nets and gear left behind. Name the different gear and briefly describe issues exist
with each type of gear. Example: abandoned crab pot: other marine life can become trapped in the pot
and they can die.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

2. Pick two of the following marine organisms. Describe the impacts that ghost gear has on them.

Coral Reefs              Sea turtles                      Sharks                                Fish

Right Whales            Dolphins

Organism 1:

Organism 2:

3. How is the deep sea impacted by ghost gear?

4. What do you think can be done to help with the ghost gear issue?
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Ghost Gear Activity

Create a campaign to spread awareness about ghost gear. Use the space below to create a draft. Use
data to draw a picture, make a poster or infographic, or write a persuasive speech or letter to a
representative in Congress to educate, inspire, and enable a change for this issue.
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