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P reamble
The accumulation of marine litter at sea is an unprecedented environmental problem with consequences that are not fully
measurable today. However, there is evidence of negative impacts of various kinds on our marine species, habitats and
ecosystems. The sea cannot assimilate the continuous inputs of wastes from all the populated areas of the world. Once in the
marine environment, litter is easily dispersed and reaches the most distant and pristine areas due to the ocean currents. We
are therefore facing a problem with global origin and consequences.
Many studies are being carried out in the last few decades on the occurrence, abundance, composition and impacts of marine
litter and, as a result, Action Plans have been adopted at different international scales, and at national level through our first
Marine Strategies.
In Europe, the process towards a circular economy and, in particular, the European plastic strategy, gives us unquestionable
opportunities to delve into the origins of this problem and transform our society into a community that is aware of available
resources and waste production, and is responsible for its management throughout its entire life cycle, contributing to extend
its lifespan and protecting our natural heritage from becoming a recipient of what we no longer need.
Active collaboration of the whole society is key to face marine litter. The Public Administrations, the scientific community,
and a good number of business associations and NGOs work together towards this common objective, building and sharing
solutions and knowledge in different forums and initiatives.

A bbreviations
CEDEX
Convenio Barcelona
Convenio OSPAR
DGSCM
DM
IEO
MITECO
ONU
ONU Medio Ambiente
ONU Medio Ambiente-PAM
SGPM
ZEC

and acronyms
Centre for Public Works Studies and Experimentation
International Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment and the Coastal Region of 		
the Mediterranean
Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic
General Directorate for Coast and Sea Sustainability
Marine Subdivision
Spanish Institute of Oceanography
Ministry for the Ecological Transition
United Nations (UN)
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)
United Nations Environment Programme- Mediterranean Action Plan (UNEP-MAP)
Deputy General Directorate for the Protection of the Sea
Special Area of Conservation (SAC)

G lossary

of terms

GOOD ENVIRONMENTAL STATUS (GES). Environmental status of marine waters where these provide ecologically diverse
and dynamic oceans and seas, which are clean, healthy and productive within their intrinsic conditions, and the use of the
marine environment is at a level that is sustainable, thus safeguarding the potential for uses and activities by current and future
generations.
DESCRIPTORS. They are the basis for the GES definition and assessment. The Marine Strategy Framework Directive 2008/56/
CE (MSFD) provides a list of 11 qualitative descriptors (Annex I) that every Member State must use to define and assess GES.
These descriptors must be developed according to the Commission Decision (EU) 2017/848 of 17 may 2017 laying down criteria
and methodological standards on good environmental status of marine waters and specifications and standardized methods for
monitoring and assessment, and repealing Decision 2010/477/EU.
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W hat

does

“ marine

litter ” mean ?
At a planetary scale, 5 large offshore plastic accumulation areas
have been identified (2-5 million square kilometres) coinciding
with the major Subtropical Gyres. Floating plastic concentrations
in the Mediterranean Sea are comparable to those found in these
5 accumulation areas.

Source: Cózar A, Sanz-Martín M, Martí E, González-Gordillo JI, Ubeda B,
Gálvez JÁ, et al. (2015) Plastic Accumulation in the Mediterranean Sea. PLoS ONE
10(4): e0121762. doi:10.1371/ journal.pone.0121762
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M icroplastics
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M arine L itter I mpacts
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A ctions

in the context of international conventions for
marine protection
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M arine

litter in the

M arine S trategies

The Marine Strategies are the marine environmental planning tool of reference to achieve or maintain the Good Environmental
Status (GES) of the marine environment. An initial assessment, a GES definition, setting of environmental targets, establishment
of monitoring programmes and implementation of measures specifically designed to achieve GES are developed for each of
the 11 descriptors. Descriptor 10 is referred to marine litter.
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M arine

litter in

S pain :

composition and sources

Figure 1. Macro-litter composition. Source: Reports of the monitoring
programme on marine litter on Spanish beaches 2013-2017.MITECO.

Figure 2. Sources of marine litter. Source: Reports of the monitoring
programme on marine litter on Spanish beaches 2013-2017.MITECO.
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Figure 3. Top X of macro-litter. Source: Reports of the monitoring
programme on marine litter on Spanish beaches 2013-2017. MITECO.

M arine

litter monitoring program

The Marine litter monitoring program is composed of the following subprograms for each of the 5 Spanish marine subdivisions:
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Marine litter on beaches bm-1
In 2013, a standardized monitoring program was started
covering 26 beaches of the Spanish coastline, in order to
characterize the objects found, compare the situation in the
different Spanish marine subdivisions and calculate trends in
order to implement measures aimed at reducing marine litter.

M arine

Floating

surface debris bm-2 and

microplastics in surface waters bm-4

During the last 5 years, the observation and recording of
floating surface marine litter in the Cantabrian coast has
been conducted annually as a complementary activity to
seabirds and cetaceans monitoring developed during the
PELACUS pelagic acoustic assessment surveys carried out
by the IEO. These surveys cover the continental shelf from
shallow bottoms to 2,000 meters depth. Work is being done
to homogenize, standardize and extend this sampling to the
entire Spanish coast.

litter on sea - floor bm -3

Each year, on the coasts of the Cantabrian Sea and the continental shelf of Galicia, the IEO carries out the DEMERSALES
oceanographic survey, aimed at assessing the state of the demersal and benthic ecosystems. Marine litter collected from
each haul is recorded taking into account both total weight and number of litter items per square kilometre. The same
methodology will be applied in the ARSA surveys in the South Atlantic subdivision, and in the MEDITS surveys for the Gibraltar
Strait and Alboran Sea and the Levantine-Balearic subdivisions.
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M icroplastics

in sediment bm -5

In a research phase, some sediment samples have been taken
during contaminants surveys. The methodology to analyse
microplastics in those samples is being refined.

M icroplastic

on beaches bm -6

After the initial phase, the monitoring program of
microplastics on beaches began in autumn 2016, and is now
being implemented by CEDEX. In this routinary monitoring, 11
beaches of our coast are sampled twice a year.

M arine

litter in biota mt -5

The INDICIT project, started In February 2017 and funded by
the European Commission, aims at developping a standardised
monitoring of litter in marine organisms, with particular
emphasis on sea turtles. In particular, the following indicators
are under consideration:
• Indicator 1: macro-litter ingested by sea turtles (debris
items >5 mm).
• Indicator 2: marine wildlife entanglement in debris (all taxa).
• Indicator 3: micro-litter ingested by fish/ sea turtle (debris
items <1mm) .
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C itizen S cience
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bm -7

P rogram
M arine

of measures on marine litter

litter from maritime sources
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M arine

12

litter from land - based sources

M arine

litter removal

A meaningful participation of the fisheries sector is key to combat marine litter:
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R aise -A wareness
of marine litter

14

and dissemination concerning the problem

C itizen

decalogue against marine litter
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C hallenges

and opportunities , towards a circular economy
lacking marine litter

L and - based

sources

• Combat littering.
• Innovation in the fields of eco-design of packaging and
plastic recyclability.
• Improvement of product labelling.
• Consumption incentive for products made from recycled
materials.
• Promotion of good practices for citizenship in order
to avoid discharges of hygienic products and improve
separative collection.
• Reduction of the use of microplastics in industry and
implementation of containment measures in WWTP /
washing machines as a technological challenge.

S ea - based

sources

• Minimize the impact of “ghost nets“ on pelagic fauna and
benthic habitats.
• Innovation in the fields of eco-design and recovery of
waste generated by the maritime sector.
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O thers
• Development of techniques and devices to remove
marine litter in hotspots .
• Recovery of passively “fished” waste.
• Improvement of knowledge about potential effects of
microplastics on human health.
• Monitoring of riverine inputs of marine litter (macro and
micro).

