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What is Marine Debris?
Marine debris is defined by the Marine Debris Act, 2006, 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.
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Why should we care? 

Impacts
Economic loss

Habitat Damage

Wildlife Entanglement and 
Ghostfishing

Ingestion

Vessel Damage and Navigation 
Hazards

Alien Species Transport Vessels can become marine debris through natural 
disasters and abandonment, and can be the most costly 
type of marine debris to remove
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Impacts
Economic loss Marine debris is an eyesore along shorelines around the world. It degrades the beauty of the coastal environment and, in many cases, may cause economic loss if an area is a popular tourist destination. Would you want to swim at a beach littered in trash? Coastal communities may not have the resources to continually clean up debris.
Habitat Damage Marine debris can scour, break, smother, and otherwise damage important marine habitat, such as coral reefs. Many of these habitats serve as the basis of marine ecosystems and are critical to the survival of many other species.
Wildlife Entanglement and Ghost fishing One of the most notable types of impacts from marine debris is wildlife entanglement. Derelict nets, ropes, line, or other fishing gear, packing bands, rubber bands, balloon string, six-pack rings, and a variety of marine debris can wrap around marine life. Entanglement can lead to injury, illness, suffocation, starvation, and even death.
Ingestion Many animals, such as sea turtles, seabirds, and marine mammals have been known to ingest marine debris. The debris item may be mistaken for food and ingested, an animal's natural food (e.g. fish eggs) may be attached to the debris, or the debris item may have been ingested accidentally with other food. Debris ingestion may lead to loss of nutrition, internal injury, intestinal blockage, starvation, and even death.
Vessel Damage and Navigation Hazards Marine debris can be quite large and difficult to see in the ocean, if it's floating below the water surface. Encounters with marine debris at sea can result in costly vessel damage, either to its structure or through a tangled propeller or clogged intake.
Alien Species Transport If a marine organism attaches to debris, it can travel hundreds of miles and land on a shoreline where it is non-native. Invasive species can have a devastating impact on fisheries and local ecosystems and can be costly to eradicate.




Marine Debris Program

● Mandated by the Marine Debris Act - 2006, 
amended 2012

● Program staff are positioned across the country:
○ support marine debris projects
○ partnership with state and local agencies, 

tribes, NGOs academia and industry.

https://marinedebris.noaa.gov/about-us


Marine Debris Program

Leads national and international efforts to 
research, prevent, and reduce the impacts of 
marine debris. 

The program:

○ addresses the affects the marine debris has 
on the coastal environment, navigation, 
human health, safety and economy.

○ spearheads national research efforts

○ works to minimize the impacts of marine 
debris events

○ Uses outreach and education initiatives to 
reduce the amount of marine debris that is 
generated.



• The NOAA Marine Debris Program 
envisions the global ocean and its coasts 
free from the impacts of marine debris. 

• The mission of the NOAA Marine Debris 
Programs is to investigate and prevent the 
adverse impacts of marine debris. 

Mission

Vision



2016-2020

MDP Goals

• Coordination 

• Emergency Response & 
Preparedness

• Removal

• Prevention

• Research & Assessment



Fact sheet: https://marinedebris.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/publications-files/MDPFactSheet.pdf

For more information:

https://marinedebris.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/publications-files/MDPFactSheet.pdf


● USVI
○ 2014 removal grant: Coral Bay 

Community Council Removes Derelict 
Vessels in USVI

○ 2016 prevention grant: Pride in Our Seas, 
Pride in Ourselves: Preventing Land-
Based Sources of Marine Debris in the 
U.S. Virgin Islands

○ 2019 - Active removal project:
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Funding: 
Removal and Prevention Grants



Funding: 
Removal and Prevention Grants

● Puerto Rico
○ 2011 removal grant: Coral Reef Protection in Puerto 

Rico; Surfrider Foundation, Rincón
○ 2014 prevention grant: Protectores de Cuencas

"Think Before you Drop it"
○ 2015  removal grant: Community Engagement in 

Marine Debris Removal, Coastal Conservation, and 
Recycling in Loíza, Puerto Rico

○ 2016  removal grant: Shipwreck and Debris Removal 
from Las Croabas, Icacos, and Palominos, Puerto Rico

○ 2019 - Active removal project:

Cleanup under FY14 prevention 
grant: “Think before you drop it.



Response & 
Preparedness



Case-by-case
• Hurricanes Katrina and Rita (2005)
• American Samoa Tsunami (2009)
• Japan Tsunami (2011)
• Super Storm Sandy (2012)

Now
• Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, Maria (2017)
• Hurricanes Florence, Michael, Typhoon Yutu (2018)

Funding and support for:
• Mapping and surveying
• Risk assessments
• Model trajectories
• Remove debris

NOAA MDP: Response History

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hurricanes Katrina and Rita
During the 2005 hurricane season, hurricanes Katrina and Rita inflicted severe damage on the Gulf of Mexico coastal region and deposited extensive amounts of debris over various areas of the Gulf Coast. NOAA led efforts to map and survey marine debris, conduct risk assessments, and lead outreach activities. In total, the project team surveyed more than 1,500 square nautical miles of nearshore waters across Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, and located and mapped more than 7,100 individual items.
Worked with USCG, FEMA and states 
American Samoa Tsunami
Japan Tsunami Marine Debris
As a result of the disaster a portion of the debris that the tsunami washed into the ocean reached U.S. and Canadian shores. NOAA led efforts with federal, state, and local partners to collect data, model debris trajectories, assess the debris, and reduce possible impacts to our natural resources and coastal communities.
Super Storm Sandy

Congress provided the MDP with $4.75 million to locate and remove the marine debris Sandy generated. After the initial emergency response, the NOAA MDP pulled together state and local agencies in impacted states to determine needs, coordinate debris response activities, and begin initial assessments. 
The program also worked with partners to develop a model showing areas where debris most likely accumulated and analyzed sonar and LiDAR survey data to find submerged debris.



NOAA MDP: Response History

2012: Amendments to the 
Marine Debris Act
Includes specific language on 
response mandate

2014: Regional Response 
Planning Project
Began working with 
states/territories to create 
Regional Response Guides



Emergency Response & Preparedness 

• Supplemental Funding
• Emergency Response Guides



FY18 Hurricane Supplemental 
Funding for Debris Removal

Hurricanes Harvey, Irma & Maria  

Pi
ct

ur
e:

 N
O

AA
 M

DP

While FEMA and other agencies removed a great deal of marine debris 
during immediate emergency response operations, there are still large 
amounts of debris remaining.



 $17.3M for Hurricanes Harvey, 
Irma, and María

 $10M for Hurricanes Michael, 
Florence, Yutu

 Funding to assess, remove, 
and dispose of hurricane 
related marine debris

 Assist with Emergency Support 
Functions 3 and 10

 Deploy to JFO, ICP, EOC
 Debris BMPs
 Vessel assessment and 

removal recommendations

Emergency Response

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In order to respond to the 2017 hurricane season, the Marine Debris Program was awarded $18M in disaster funds through the Bipartisan Budget Act of 2018 to assess, remove, and dispose of hurricane-related debris from Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria.
After the 2018 hurricane season congress again awarded the Marine Debris Program supplemental disaster funding of $11M to address debris from hurricanes Florence, Michael, and Typhoon Yutu. 




FY18 Hurricane Supplemental 
Funding for Debris Removal

USVI Puerto Rico 

Budget: $3.7M

The DNER intends to remove and 
properly dispose debris at 39 locations 
around the main island of Puerto Rico 
including Vieques and Culebra Islands.

Budget: $4.2M

DPNR intends to remove and properly 
dispose debris at many locations 
around the islands of Saint Thomas, 
Saint John and Saint Croix.
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FY18 Hurricane Supplemental 
Funding for Debris Removal

Targets for USVI & PR

• sunken or displaced vessels
• remains of houseboats
• large debris aggregations caused by 

hurricane surge over ecologically 
sensitive environments

• damaged docks and piers, as well as 
decks

• appliances
• parts of cars
• pieces of roofs
• walls of residences or concrete slabs from 

piers or boat ramps affected by the 
hurricanes’ wind and wave-forcing. 



Response Guide 
Project Status



Project Goal

Improve preparedness for response to 
and recovery from acute marine debris 

incidents in coastal states and territories



Project Goal

Improve preparedness for response to 
and recovery from acute marine debris 

incidents in coastal states and territories

Outline existing response structures, 
procedures, and responsibilities at the local, 
state, and federal levels into individual state 

guidance documents



Marine Debris Response Guides

 Focus on waterway debris

 Provides info in a single location
Local-state/territory-federal-private

 Clarifies organization roles
Waterway jurisdiction/ownership

 Identifies challenges
Not always a lead agency or funding

 Targets all levels of government, 
responders



National Project Status

Published & Complete

In Development

Passive Research Complete

PR

VI
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Presentation Notes
We started the development of state-by-state guides in 2015 CLICK CLICK and have since completed 9 states, CLICK CLICK with 2 more currently in development CLICK CLICK
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USVI Coordination To Date



Response Guide 
Development & Content



1. Background research 
2. Engage stakeholders
3. Capture roles, point of 

contacts, and jurisdictions
4. Outline permitting and 

compliance structure
5. Stakeholder workshop
6. Guide drafting
7. Stakeholder review 
8. Publication 
9. Ongoing maintenance and 

exercises

Guide Development Process
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Guide Content
I. Introduction

II. Background Risk: Foreseeable 
Incidents and Debris Types

III. Roles, Responsibilities, and 
Jurisdictions

IV. Permitting and Compliance 
Requirements

V. Challenges, Needs, and 
Recommended Actions

VI. Response Capabilities

VII. Contact Information

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Each guide has the same 7 sections but they may vary slightly from state to state based on specific needs identified by stakeholders 
I won’t read each one to you but I do want to briefly touch on the 4 that are highlighted in orange
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The flowchart outlines various response actions based on a series of yes and no questions, CLICK
Split into 3 basic sections; oil or hazardous material in yellow, not oil or hazardous in blue, and Stafford act in green
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Process to Stay in 
Compliance

Agency Contact Information 
and Details
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• Marine Debris Emergency Response Guide
• Field Reference Guide
• GIS Layers

All Final Guides Can be found online at:
https://marinedebris.noaa.gov/emergency-

response/marine-debris-emergency-response-guides

Guide Products

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Each state ends up with several outputs from these efforts
The first is the Marine Debris Emergency Response Guide and is the full guidance document
We also create a Field Reference Guide which is a much smaller version of the guide that contains the most important information like that response flowchart, permitting guidelines, and contacts
All of the published guides can be found online at the NOAA Marine Debris website listed here, this website is also on my last slide so if you haven’t had a chance to copy it down you’ll have another chance in a minute




Next Steps &
Takeaways



 Maintain published guides

 Support incorporation of content into 
existing plans

 Conduct exercises and drills
Alabama marine debris tabletop exercise (April 2020)

 Talk before a disaster
Identifying best practices
Recognizing challenges and capability gaps

Next Steps & Takeaways

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Once guides are completed and published we continue to maintain them to insure the information within is correct and accurate
We also work to incorporate the content of the guides into existing plans like state debris plans or USCG Area Contingency Plans
To prevent these guides from just being thrown on a shelf to collect dust we also support their incorporation into exercises and drills




Thank You

Photo: NOAA

yaritza.rivera@noaa.gov

amy.gohres@noaa.gov

marinedebris.noaa.gov 

All Guides Can be found online at:
https://marinedebris.noaa.gov/emergency-response/marine-

debris-emergency-response-guides
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