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MARINE PLASTIC DEBRIS: WHAT WASHINGTON STATE HAS DONE 

Robert Rose 
Washington Department of Natural Resources QW-21 

Olympia, Washington 98504, U.S.A. 

ABSTRACT 

This paper describes the formation of an interagency task 
force in Washington State to address the problem of marine 
plastic debris along its coast and in its waterways, and the 
resulting action plan. 

INTRODUCTION 

Early in 1987, Commissioner of Public Lands for the State of 
Washington, Brian Boyle, focused his interest on how marine plastic debris 
was affecting Washington State's coastal and inland waters. 
president of the Western States Land Commissioners' Association, he was 
familiar with efforts in Texas to increase public awareness about marine 
plastic debris in that state. As the elected official charged with admin- 
istering the proprietary interests in more than 2 million acres (810,000 
ha) of Washington's submerged lands, the commissioner saw this issue as one 
of major environmental importance as well as a way to focus attention on 
the stewardship of the state's aquatic lands. 

In his role as 

Recent passage of Federal legislation to prevent dumping plastic into 
the nation's coastal waters, and a recognition that these persistent 
materials ultimately pollute aquatic lands, meant that this was an issue 
with immediate and long-term implications for the health of the state's 
aquatic lands. 
wide range of environmental contaminants. 

Persistent marine debris is a highly visible warning for a 

BACKGROUND 

Late in 1987, the Analysis and Planning Section of the Washington 
State Department of Natural Resources (DM) researched the issue. At that 
time, levels of awareness varied in Washington State government about 
marine plastic debris and the Marine Entanglement Research Program. 
comprehensive analysis of the issue had been done in Washington State, 
particularly in light of the recent signing by the United States of MARPOL 
Annex V and the passage of the Marine Plastic Pollution Research and Control 
Act of 1987. 
interagency cooperation with significant information provided by affected 
private and public and volunteer groups. 

No 

The interjurisdictional nature of the problem required an 

Other state agencies and 

In R. S. Shomura and H. L. Codfrey (editors), Proceedings of the Second International 
Conference on Uarine Debris. 2-7 April 1989 ,  Honolulu, Hawaii. U.S. Dep. Comer., N O M  Tech 
Ueno. NnFs, NOM-RI-NHFS-SUFSC-154. 1990. 
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organizations expressed interest and a willingness to participate with the 
DNR in reaching a mutually agreed course of action to develop a framework 
for state policy. 

In January 1988, the commissioner held a briefing for key principals 
from affected Federal, state and local agencies, the legislature, private 
industry and organizations, and other interested parties. At that briefing, 
participants agreed to select representatives to serve on a task force that 
would develop a state action plan to address marine plastic debris in Wash- 
ington's waters and on its shores. 

THE WASHINGTON STATE MARINE PLASTICS DEBRIS TASK FORCE 

The commissioner appointed a chairman (Robert Rose) and directed DNR 
staff to support the effort. 
represented an agency or organization (Fig. 1). 
worked closely with the chairman and support staff. 

Each of the 30 active task force members 
A steering committee of six 

The marine plastics debris task force met monthly from February through 
July 1988. A detailed agenda was prepared for each meeting, which lasted 
approximately 7 h. 
chance for comments scheduled at the close of each meeting. In the course 
of the first two meetings, the task force adopted a 6-month work program, 
and agreed upon its mission, goals and objectives, and policies. The task 
force divided itself into three working groups: environment, education, and 
government and economic impact. Each group was to identify issue areas and 
possible actions. 

Meetings were advertised and open to the public, with a 

In following meetings, the groups examined the diverse programs and 
regulations administered by agencies dealing with marine debris. 
agency or organization representative developed a "Status of Marine Debris 
Program" sheet and presented this material to the group (Fig. 2). Each 
status sheet gave the name of the agency or organization, the contact 
person, importance of the issue, legal authority to deal with the issue, 
additional authorities needed, resources currently available, and a 
description of the 1988 action plan (Appendix A). 
the staff developed a matrix of the existing authorities of agencies to 
deal with marine plastic debris (Fig. 3). 

Each 

From this information, 

The steering committee assembled specific issue areas identified by 
the task force and developed a number of draft action recommendations which 
conformed to the objectives and policies. 
group as a whole, the chairman and steering committee then developed a 
brief narrative statement explaining the issue area and identifying the 
agencies responsible for each issue. 
lead agencies to carry out the actions were collated and organized by staff 
and presented to the committee. 
bolstered by telephone conferences and mailed-in comments, the chair and 
staff clarified the committee's intent. At the sixth meeting, the task 
force gave its final approval to the text of the report. 
issue areas, lead agencies, and participating agencies, a detailed matrix 
was prepared so that agency or organization directors and staff could 

With subsequent approval by the 

The recommendations and preferred- 

Over the course of the next two meetings, 

With agreement on 
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Figure 1.--Marine Plastic Debris Task Force members. 
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EXISTING AUTHORITIES AND AGENCIES DEALING Wll" MPD 
PROGRAM MENT 

POTENTIAL 

ENFORC 

DEVELOPED FUNDWC POTENTIAL STATUTES DEVELOPED 

I Public Education 
in cooperation 
with NOAA and 
Dept. of Trrmspor- 
tatlon 

I support estab- 
lishment of 
baseline data and 
monitoring 
p r o m  

I Additional 
tccfmiulsuppon 

I Mmine Plastics 
Pollution Research 

I National ongoing 
>lastics pollution 
;tudy 

I 1986-87 Adopt-A- 
Beach program with 
Seattle Aquarium; 
V O l ~  project 
mdbk. completed 

I Sutc of the Sound 
Exhibit with Seattle 
AqUrrium 

I Clean Wuer ACL 
section 108 

I Cooperative 
.nions 

I Field monitoring 

I Public education 
mptcridS 

I Fish and Wildlife 
Coordination Act 

I Endmgmd 
Species Act 

I Migramy Bird 
Truty Act 

I Anadrpmous Fish 
Consmation Act 

I Rivers and Har- 
bors Act of 1899 

I Clean Wata Act 

I Beach cleanup 

NPS I Research and 
monitoring; 
Olympic Nul 
Park as an .cnrm. 
monitoring rite 

d o n  

I Visitor i n f m a -  
tion/educaLion 

I Cooperative 

I Exclusive 
iurisdiction in 
Rational parks 

I Authority to 
proSCCUtc 

I Increased 
enforcement 

I Title 16. 18 US.  
Code 

Beach cleanup 

NMFS Marine mtangle- 
lent research 
logram 

I Enforcement 
v e l  available 

I National Marine 
Mammal Prorectim 
and Conlrol A n  

i COAST 
GUARD 

I Panicip.tion 
with EPA and 
NOAA WI prblic 
cducuion 

I Fines for vessels 

I Ceriiflcarion of 
pon facilities 

I h e l o p i n g  
rcglllationr 

I h-ed 
enforcement (with 
increpsedfrmdr) 

I MPPRCA 

Figure 3.--Sample taken from table of existing authorities and agencies. 
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quickly reference their responsibilities and relationships with other 
agencies (Fig. 4). 

The task force recognized that marine plastic affects fisheries and 
wildlife resources, endangers boaters and divers, and diminishes aesthetic 
enjoyment of the state's shorelines. 
interest about the specific issue of marine plastic debris is a key element 
of the plan, with a strong emphasis on education. The task force recommen- 
dations emphasize recycling and proper disposal of potential marine plastic 
debris materials. In addition, the coordination of present and future 
cleanup efforts is critical to use Federal, state, local, and citizen 
resources efficiently. 

Increasing public awareness and 

The task force wanted its recommendations to be thoroughly examined by 
the affected agencies and incorporated into future work plans and budgets. 
Because the issue involves so many agencies and organizations and will 
involve a commitment of resources over time, the task force recommended 
designation of an overall coordinating agency. 

MARINE PIASTIC DEBRIS: ACTION PLAN 

The action plan was completed in October 1988 and presented to the 
commissioner, the public, and media at a press conference on the Seattle 
waterfront. 
last day of Washington State's Coastweeks '88. The Adopt-A-Beach Program, 
sponsors of Coastweeks (under the auspices of the Washington Department of 
Ecology), organized the event and collected a representative sampling of 
debris from the riprapped shore of Elliott Bay. 

The publication of the document was timed to coincide with the 

The 1988 plan is organized into four sections. 

Part 1 of the action plan explains how the Marine Plastic Debris Task 
Force developed a plan to address a major environmental problem: debris in 
Washington waterways. The floating garbage was not only unsightly but 
dangerous. How the task force focused on issues and their recommended 
actions are discussed. 

Part 2 of the action plan presents the mission statement for the 
Marine Plastic Debris Task Force and the goal and objectives for the plan. 
Policies to guide and coordinate future activities are followed by 20 
action recommendations designed to implement the policy statements. These 
recommendations are divided into three sections: environment, education, 
and government/economic impact. Part 2 also lists seven required legisla- 
tive or administrative initiatives. (The mission statement, goal and 
objectives, and policies of the Marine Plastic Debris Task Force (1988), as 
documented in the Marine Plastic Debris Action Plan, are found in Appendix 
A of this paper. A summary of the marine debris action recommendations and 
the required legislative or administrative initiatives are found in 
Appendix B of this paper.) 

Part 3 of the action plan contains the full text for each of the 
action recommendations including a short narrative explaining the 
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background of the issue. 
designated as well as a listing of agencies likely to participate in carry- 
ing out the action. A suggested time frame for implementation and an esti- 
mate of the duration of the action are proposed for each of the 20 action 
recommendations. 

For each action recommendation, a lead agency is 

Part 4 of the action plan consists of three appendixes. Appendix A of 
the plan is a compilation of reports outlining the status (as of September 
1988) of agency and organization activities, authorities, and current and 
proposed programs. Appendix B of the plan contains an ovenriew and expla- 
nation of the Marine Plastic Pollution Research and Control Act of 1987. 
Appendix C of the plan encapsulates various Washington State programs 
addressing the problem of.marine debris. 

Copies of the action plan are available from Photo and Map Sales, 
Department of Natural Resources, 1055 Capitol Way S, AW-11, Olympia, WA 
98504, (206) 753-5338. 

IMPLEMENTAT ION 

Since presenting the task force report to Commissioner Boyle, a number 
of steps have been taken to make the action plan a reality. 

Designees of the directors of Parks, Ecology, and Natural Resources 
met in early 1989 to decide which agency should take the lead for coordi- 
nating future state marine plastic debris activity. As a result of that 
meeting, the Department of Natural Resources, having initiated and staffed 
the planning effort, was designated lead agency. The relationship among 
the agencies was formalized in a memorandum of understanding. 
this agreement, the department prepared legislation for the 1989 Legisla- 
ture. House Bill 1249 was to authorize the DNR to coordinate implementa- 
tion of the action plan and to develop rules for cleanup and prevention of 
pollution in state waters. 
intergovernmental agreements with Federal, state, or private parties, and 
to hire employees necessary to coordinate the plan. 

Based on 

The department is also authorized to enter into 

An important conclusion of the task force deliberations was the recog- 
nition that a coordinator was necessary to assure that agencies followed 
through on the tasks contained in the action plan. This legislation pro- 
vides the authority and funding source to make the plan a success. 

At the same time, the Department of Ecology has funded through the 

This will be carried out by the Adopt-A-Beach program using a 
coastal zone management program a baseline inventory survey of selective 
beaches. 
newly revised inventory form. 
tory of selected beaches will occur biweekly for a year, thus providing the 
first baseline information on marine plastic debris occurrence on Washing- 
ton's shores. 

Beginning on 25 March, a scientific inven- 

As a result of widespread publicity about the report, the 1989 and 
1990 Department of Transportation's Tide Tables, a popular and necessary 
document requested by boaters and fishermen along the Washington coast, 
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contains a special eight-page insert about proper disposal of all marine 
debris and sewage, with a special emphasis on plastic and other nonbiode- 
gradable materials. 

A ghost net task force with representatives from State Departments of 
Fisheries, Wildlife, and Natural Resources, interested citizens and divers, 
and the National Marine Fisheries Service, NOAA, is developing an inter- 
agency memorandum of understanding and protocols for ghost net and crab pot 
removal. 

The Department of Natural Resources will start publishing a marine 
plastic debris newsletter to bring current activities and opportunities to 
the attention of boaters, lessees, citizen groups, and others interested in 
maintaining and improving Washington's aquatic environment. 

CONCLUSION 

The development and publication of the "Marine Plastic Debris Action 
Plan for Washington State" was the first and necessary step for addressing 
the presence and consequences of persistent debris in the state's waters 
and on its shores. As a result of the plan, institutional arrangements 
have developed which would not have been possible without the framework 
proposed by the task force. 
ture portends support for the Department of Natural Resources to develop 
the necessary educational materials, to create public and private partner- 
ships, and to raise the importance of this issue in the public mind. 

Positive response by the Washington Legisla- 
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Appendix A.--"he mission statement, goal and objectives, and 
policies of the Marine Plastic Debris Task Force (1988). 

MISSION STATEMENT 

The purpose of the task force is to increase public awareness and 
interest about marine plastic debris and to develop a framework for coordi- 
nating public and private efforts to ensure an effective response. Plastic 
debris in the aquatic environment has an adverse impact on wildlife, 
aesthetics, navigation and overall environmental quality. The task force 
recognizes that this material is part of a larger problem of waste genera- 
tion and management. The Washington State plan will link private, local, 
state and federal efforts in managing the plastic waste stream as it 
affects the shorelines and aquatic environment. 

GOAL AND OBJECTIVES 

Goal 

To develop a state action plan to address the marine plastic debris 
issue that affects Washington's shorelines and aquatic environment. 

Objectives 

1. 

2 .  

3 .  

4. 

5. 

6 .  

Identify plastic debris in the aquatic environment as a 
distinct issue. 

Develop and support mechanisms to reduce or eliminate 
marine plastic debris. 

Focus primarily on marine resources affected by plastic 
debris, with attention to impacts on other aquatic 
environments in the state. 

Provide input to and develop steps for emerging private, 
local, state and federal policies and actions. 

Develop and implement mechanisms that will coordinate 
actions performed by agencies and organizations. 

Encourage and support private and public policy to increase 
awareness through education efforts in Washington State. 

POLICIES 

The Marine Plastic Debris Task Force recommends that the state of 
Washington, acting through its elected officials, and in cooperation with 
other appropriate agencies, offices, organizations and the private sector, 
should seek to: 
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1. Increase public awareness about effects of marine plastic 
debris. 

2 .  Designate a lead agency to act as a clearinghouse and coordinator 
for marine plastic debris activities in Washington. 

3. Designate appropriate agencies to draft, review and support 
legislation and/or regulations recommended by the task force. 

4. Empower responsible agencies to implement and participate to the 
fullest extent in actions recommended by the task force and other 
actions judged necessary. 

5. Encourage funding measures on all levels to facilitate 
compliance with MARF'OL requirements and to implement task 
force recommendations. 

6. Coordinate, support and encourage continued volunteer efforts and 
special events related to the marine plastic debris issue. 

7. Encourage and support efforts by all the state's users of 
the marine environment to reduce and eliminate marine 
plastic debris. 

8 .  Support and encourage the plastics industry and other 
industries to continue research and development of products 
which are adaptable t o  recycling and proper disposal. 

9 .  Maintain and expand baseline data collection and research on 
sources, quantities, effects and fates of marine plastic 
debris. 

10. Encourage ports and local governments to collect and dispose 
of marine plastic debris in an environmentally sound manner. 

11. Support regional, national and international efforts to 
reduce and eliminate marine plastic debris. 
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Appendix B.--Summary of the marine debris action recommendations and the 
required legislative or administrative initiatives (Marine Plastic Debris 
Task Force (1988)). 

SUMMARY OF ACTION RECOMMENDATIONS 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Designate an agency or entity to 
coordinate activities and serve as a clearinghouse for 
marine plastic debris data reception and information 
dissemination. 

ENVIRONMENT 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Develop an environmental baseline 
and monitoring system for marine plastic debris in 
Washington. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Coordinate beach cleanup efforts 
among various agencies. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Conduct additional research about 
the effects of plastic debris on wildlife and fisheries 
resources and habitat. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Coordinate information about and 
and removal of ghost nets and other derelict equipment 
from state waters among DNR, Department of Fisheries, NOAA, 
and local agencies. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Require and promote recyclable or 
alternative products when feasible for use in or near the 
marine environment. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Require recycling and proper 
disposal of potential marine plastic debris materials for 
federal, state and local agencies and Indian tribes. 

EDUCATION 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Convene a biennial statewide 
conference by the designated marine plastic debris 
coordinating agency. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Develop and implement a public 
outreach program using the recommended logo [Illustration 
61, public service announcements, publications and special 
events. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Develop and distribute media 
materials directed at domestic and foreign maritime 
communities. 
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ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Develop a marine debris curriculum 
for use at state and private maritime schools training the 
professional maritime community. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Post permanent information signs 
about why MPD and other litter is harmful to water quality, 
wildlife and fish as well as a threat to boating safety at 
all boat launch ramps, public access sites and public and 
private marinas. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Require that all state-licensed and 
registered users of Washington waters receive MPD informa- 
tion materials and display a plaque or decal about proper 
disposal of MPD and other litter. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Encourage retail and manufacturer 
cooperation to aid in marine plastic debris public educa- 
tion. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Incorporate the MPD problem into the 
environmental section of the state's required curriculums 
for grades K-12 and in other educational material. 

GOVERNMENT/ECONOMIC IMPACT 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Incorporate an analysis of the true 
costs of marine debris, including fiscal impacts and 
nonquantifiable environmental costs into policy decisions. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Conduct an independent costbenefit 
analysis of MPD compliance and cleanup. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Integrate MPD disposal with compre- 
hensive solid waste planning. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Increase public awareness about the 
legal consequences for improper MPD disposal. 

ACTION RECOMMENDATION: Develop a framework of financial 
incentives to encourage proper disposal of MPD. 

REQUIRED LEGISLATIVE OR ADMINISTRATIVE INITIATIVES 

Marine Debris decal--Departments of Fisheries and Licensing 
should require that all Washington-licensed boats have a 
prominently displayed decal regarding proper disposal of 
marine plastic debris and other wastes. 

Information for boaters--Require the Department of Licensing 
include an information packet containing legal requirements 
for marine plastic debris disposal when issuing boat regis- 
trations or renewals. 
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3 .  Legislation--Support passage of the State Parks legislation 
for Boater Recreation Fee Account funds to be used for 
boater environmental education and to provide capital for 
sewage pump-out facilities and educational signs. 

4. Agreement--Formal agreement among DNR, Department of 
Fisheries, NOAA (and other appropriate agencies) is neces- 
sary to assume prompt location and removal of ghost nets. 

5 .  Funding--Investigate Ecology's Litter Tax program (Chapter 
70.93 RCW) for the possibility of directing funding from 
that program to the marine debris cleanup issue. 

6 .  Clearinghouse--Develop an appropriate memorandum of under- 
standing for the coordinating agency. 

7. Staffing--Consider increased state enforcement through WDOE, 
WDF personnel to carry out these recommendations. 


