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WASTE & LITTER 2014 Survey Results  

This report covers the waste and litter section of the Coastwatch Autumn Survey 2014, collected by 
over 2000 volunteers around Ireland.  Is summarises what waste and litter Coastwatch surveyors 
found in autumn 2014 survey when they walked their shores around low tide.  
 Results  are shown as presence/absence of waste and litter materials in traditional Coastwatch 500 
m  survey units,  (as marked on the Coastwatch map  QR code here) 
covering 601 survey sites – 501 in the Republic of Ireland (RoI) and 100 
around Northern Ireland ( NI)   Additionally a small number of  litter types 
are counted on the shore. The count can be done in 100 m shore sections.   
Litter count results cover 2433 such 100m sections.    
 
                         

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Image 1: Litter                                                                         

Monster sent by 
the sea.  

 
The report also compares results North and South and relates these to earlier findings.  Different 
examples of follow up work are included to highlight the challenges faced by citizens and authorities 
who want to prevent or address waste problems which go beyond a shore clean.  
 
Marine litter is one of the most high visibility and topical oceans issue today. In the EU the Marine 
Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) is the key new legislation to control and monitor marine litter 
as one of eleven descriptors of the marine environment.  As the year 2015 is set for EU Member 
States to draw up litter prevention, control and clean up measures under the MSFD, the data and 
recommendations produced  by Coastwatchers should feed into the drafting of measures.   
 
For Coastwatch method and survey form 2014 see www.coastwatch.org . 
 

 
Waste and litter recording 

The Coastwatch survey contains a one page waste and litter section – section E. Surveyors who walk 
their shore tick off presence of a number of large items in question E1 and smaller items in question 
E 3.  A litter count question E2 is sandwiched between these. In E4 surveyors are asked about Meso 
and Micro litter and in E5 a look back over which area was most littered and litter distribution.  
The next section of the survey – F is also relevant as surveyors are asked  whether the state of 
littering is typical and beach cleaning and have the opportunity to highlight sources of waste and 
litter, like dumping in the F4 threats question and  comment in F6.     

http://www.coastwatch.org/
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1. LARGE WASTE 

 
The first Coastwatch survey waste question E1 focusses on larger amounts and large waste items:   
 

Tick major items found anywhere in your survey unit from start of hinterland to water.  
 

1.1 Results Overview  

Surveyors reported to have one or more large waste categories present in nearly half of the survey 
units.  Landfill materials - dumped earth, stones or mixed materials - were the most frequent and 
recorded In 111 (18 %) of the 601 sites. Comments and locations would link most to erosion and/or 
flood threat sites.   

Image 2: Dublin Port infilled rough water’s edge, which greets the incoming ferry.  
 
Next most frequent were old tyres (17%) then household furnishings (8.7%), dumped household 
refuse (6.7 %) and aquaculture waste (5.5%). Abandoned vehicles and ship wreck were least 
common, found on 25 and 24 shores respectively. Other major waste which did not fit into above 
categories was observed in 57 sites.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There have been some changes in the 
waste categories for the 2014 survey, 
with tyres added as a ‘large waste’ 
and ‘large metal’ subdivided into 
‘vehicles/machines’ and ‘large 
aquaculture gear’ which is usually 
broken metal trestles. The category 
‘dumped crops’ was dropped as this 
is not an issue in Ireland where 
results have been consistently near 
zero.  
 
Where categories have not been 
changed in 2014 they show a similar 
ranking and distribution to those of 
2013 and 2012. The last three year 
results are a huge improvement on 

the late 1990s and early 00s when large 
metal waste and dumping were twice 
as widespread. When comparing 
Ireland North and South, the results 

show some significant differences. While in the Republic landfill was the most frequently 
encountered waste category, present in 1 out of 5 survey units, it ranked fourth in Northern Ireland 

Figure 1 Number of survey units All Ireland from which large waste or 
piles of refuse were reported Coastwatch autumn 2014 All Ireland survey 
(n =601 su)   
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and was ten times less likely to be seen on the shore. This fits with the lower erosion and flooding 
risk reported from the north, but is unlikely to be the only factor.    

 
     
 
 

Tyres were the most widespread large waste in NI, recorded on 17% of surveyed sites, very similar to 
the 16.5 % in RoI. Household refuse dumped in bags or piles were found on 6 % of NI and 7% of RoI 
shores respectively. Large aquaculture waste items were found on 6% of RoI shores and only 2% of 
those in NI.  
 
 

1.2 Large waste and doing something about it  
 

Landfill 
This broad waste category picks up haphazard looking coastal infill with 
erosion control which is either new, or made in such a way that nature has 
not managed to cover it. It might be recorded as an eyesore for years as 
new surveyors come to the shore and notice it. The edge of too many 

infilled city shores still look like that, from Dundalk, over Dublin at part of the port and Ringsend 
Nature park, Youghal, Dungarvan to mention just a few included in this year’s survey.   
A second group is fresh or in progress landfill of all kinds associated with raising sea embankments.  
This was really noticeable in areas hit by the winter 2013-14 storms and also includes garden waste 
and small scale construction/demolition waste.  Infill of wetlands in preparation for farm or other 
use is the least frequent but serious large waste and infill picked up in this survey.  Youghal marshes, 
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Figure 2 Comparing number of survey units with large waste recorded in the autumn 2014 

Coastwatch survey (1) RoI and (ii) NI.    

Image 2 Erosion S Dublin by 
Jacky Casserly 
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Lahinch farm wetland, county Clare and in Tralee bay north, were examples of this which 
Coastwatchers are following up on.  
 
Ireland is an island with a long coast, much of it is vulnerable to sea erosion and river flood waters.  
Erosion was reported as threat to 140 surveyed sites (All Ireland) in the 2014 survey - see Graph 3 
below. In 52 of those s.u., surveyors also reported waste landfill or embankments to keep the sea 
out. If you add the threat of flooding that rises to 62 sites.  One surveyor suggested that there is no 
longer a risk since the erosion control infill had been deposited.  
 

 
Figure 3 Number of surveyed sites for which one or more imminent threats or risks were   reported. 
Coastwatch All Ireland 2014 survey. Number of su = 611 

This correlation and field experience suggests that infill is a response to the threat of erosion and 
flooding to protect properties.  The type of material used, the results which can be scattered over 
the foreshore and the frequent lack of permits highlights our lack of coastal zone management and 
clarity as to who should consent and enforce the law around the high water mark.  
 
The Lahinch case study recorded by Isaac Valera for survey unit 8-12-69-2 is a good example. The 
surveyor came across freshly infilled tidal channel while approaching the survey area in the Inagh 
estuary Co Clare. This case reported by Coastwatchers and An Taisce went around in circles as to 
who should enforce and meanwhile further infill was trucked in. The wetland has not yet been 
restored. When an area is infilled, top soil applied and seeded, it quickly looks like pasture, so the 
Coastwatch report the following year does not record infill.  

 

 
Image 3 Site satellite of Coastwatch map with survey unit 

in red.  

Image 4: Photo of recent tidal stream infill – position on 

map in orange. Stream flows into the Inagh river estuary. 
(Photo Isaac Varela from shore road).   
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Legacy old landfill sites 
 
Several landfill sites are built into the intertidal area   eg - Tramore, Co 
Waterford and Ballealy dump, Rodgerstown estuary, Fingal county council.  
The shore around these used to come up on annual Coastwatch surveys as 
both large waste and blown litter hot spots. Today they are well covered 
and while still prone to localised dumping, it is typically only in one or two 
perimeter spots and regularly cleaned up.  
The only legacy landfill still shedding significant waste covered in this 2014 
Coastwatch survey is the Bray, (now in Dun Laoghaire Rathdown) dump.  
This dump between the rail tracks and the sea just north of Bray Harbour 
was prioritised for Coastwatch follow up action to make it safe. The area 
has a fascinating intertidal with ancient woodland and tree remains, old 
sea defences and Martello tower base and possibly fish traps. The 
intertidal is wide, varied and species rich. This is an ideal shore to explore, 
get away from buzzle on a hot day and use as a shore ecology teaching site 

for Bray aquarium, local schools and Dublin 
3rd level colleges.  
 
 
Image 5 Coastwatcher standing at Bray dump 

and close up of dump face where samples were 
taken. 
 

However the eroding cliff with its waste layers and waste rich foot 
prevent these beneficial uses. The eroding dump is not only a source of marine litter (picked up by 
surveyors like Roselyn Shaw further north in Killiney bay) but likely to be a health and safety hazard 
for anyone climbing around to investigate interesting items exposed in ever new dump faces created 
by  rain and wave action. 
 
The dump had no license as it was active in the pre-license era. It is not shown on the county map 
and there is no official after care we know of, apart from occasional knee jerk litter clean ups when 
someone really complains.  There appears to have been no log book record of what was deposited.  
Bray and/or Wicklow county council commissioned a study to investigate the content and were 
apparently satisfied that it was non-hazardous material. However we do not know how many tests 
were done where. The study is neither published, nor was it made available to Coastwatch on 
request. An Access to Environmental Information request is running.  
Parts of cliff are undermined by spring high tides and then slump, with waste mix sliding down onto 
the shore. Samples taken from the mix of household, commercial and what appears to be industrial 
waste analysed for Coastwatch in Trinity College Dublin (XRD trace tested by TCD geologist Dr. 
Goodhue) confirmed these to be of an unknown compound with calcite, cristobalite and vaterite.  ‘A 
rare combination of unknown source’. Further testing in June 2015 confirmed presence of asbestos.  
Coastwatch is calling for  

1.  An urgent independent check of the dump face and toe, where  sediment and material 
samples  are taken and analysed to gain knowledge as to what is now blowing in the wind.  

2. An interim protection netting for health and safety reasons and public warning to for 
children and curious public who were seen to pick pieces from the eroding dump cliff.     

3. An informed open discussion of solutions with public participation to address the problem of 
a dump falling into the sea and airborne hazard risk containment with outcome including a 
set timescale and funding to be made available for tackling the problem. 

 With EPA Office of Environmental Enforcement now involved, we see some progress being made.  
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Tyres                          Image 6: Liffey estuary waste mosaic with the odd tyre  

 
Tyres ranked second in large waste presence, reported from 102 (17%) of 
shores. This waste category had been included in count items previously 
and only moved to large waste in the 2014 survey as Coastwatch coordination in other countries 
consistently reported low numbers and did not see the odd lost tyre off a boat or pier, as a serious 
issue. However it is different in Ireland.  Some surveyors provided a tyre count of > 100 /survey unit 
with several adjacent survey sites similarly effected – e.g. in Bannow bay where the estimated total 
count in the Natura 2000 site is > 1000. Several hundred tyres were reported in Wexford Harbour in 
Co Wexford and Youghal Harbour in Co Cork. Some were seen in Dublin Bay and Wicklow broad 
lough. From pictures supplied most were neatly arranged in the long intertidal lines and had a use - 
as peeler crab traps. None of those examined in follow up work had a foreshore license or any other 
type of permit. There is no monitoring or assessment as to the impact on the crab population or the 
protected sites which they are in. Officially nobody owns them.  When they sink into silt, new tyres 

appear, brought by no 
one, to no one.  Heavy 
footmarks beside the 
tyres confirms their use.   
 
 
 
 
 

This tyre use appears to be spreading, as new sites in Wexford are included this year which are well 
visible from scenic vantage points like bridges and beside hotels. Clearly action is needed.  
 

 
 
Household refuse in bags, or piles of rubbish.   
 
Household refuse in bags, boxes or heaps had been a serious problem with over 20% of shores 
effected in the late 1990s. This time it was reported from 41 (7% all Ireland) survey sites, another 
slight reduction from the 8% the previous year. Dumping was seen as a significant threat in only 22 
survey sites (Graph 2 above). This suggests that surveyors have a certain tolerance for some dumped 
materials and may only view sites prone to repeat abuse as threatened.   
In and around harbours the heaps of rubbish may arise as disused boats are used like litter bins – 
reported from Galway high on the shore and in Arklow from a boat in the water.  
 

Waste Tyre Regulation 
The Waste Management (tyres and waste tyres) Regulation 2007 
(http://www.dublincity.ie/sites/default/files/content//WaterWasteEnvironment/Waste/Waste
RegulationsOffice.pdf) was intended to maintain an environmentally safe process for tyre 
disposal. When a car is brought in for tyre change, the owner pays for the disposal of the tyre, 
either included in the price or as an additional disposal fee. The tyre is then given by the garage 
to an authorised waste collector. Collectors must register each storage premise as well as pay a 
€100 registration fee.  The only provision for reuse of tyres in the regulations is made for silage 
pit securement. Farmers must pay a yearly registration fee of €20 if they use tyres as weights. 
They are regulated to a maximum of 8 tyres per square meter of silage pit.  Local authorities 
are tasked with enforcement.  
The Foreshore Act foresees such tyre trap business to be covered with a foreshore license. 
However  

Image7: Tyres on the foreshore of Wexford Harbour 
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Household furnishings 
These varied from reports of lonely sofa, TV and fridge on the shore, to washed up carpets and 
chairs. From surveyor comments some scenically most beautiful sites like Booley Bay in County 
Wexford are targeted by those disposing of large mattresses and other household furniture, dumped 
down a steep river bank, from where they get swept into the sea. Such dumping is extra frustrating 
as it is so difficult to clean up, a task the local  Hook groups do again and again.   
  
 

Aquaculture  
After surveyors in several areas repeatedly noted defunct aquaculture installations on the shore in 
previous surveys, a new category – Aquaculture trestles and other large abandoned aquaculture 
gear, was introduced this year.  Apart from one oyster dredge from long abandoned bottom grown 
oyster aquaculture in Bannow Bay, the gear mentioned as of concern in the 33 survey units where 
this large waste category was reported was broken, abandoned and silted up metal trestles 
commonly used in Gigas aquaculture.  Some additionally mentioned swept up oyster bags or heaps 
of mussel stockings in one West coast rope farm area. Single lost bags were recorded in small litter.   

  
Image 8 and 9: Abandoned trestles as shown in this photo in Bannow Bay can be dangerous to recreational 

users, especially when covered by the tide as unmarked spiky obstacle. Netlon bags deposited by high tides. 

 
Abandoned vehicles and sorting machines may also have contributed as used in this type of 
aquaculture, but this cannot be confirmed and is not included in this count.  
Photo Abandoned trestles as here in Bannow Bay can be dangerous to recreational users, especially 
when covered by the tide as unmarked spiky obstacle.   
  
Trestle erection is easy but removal can be both difficult - if trestles have been buried in sediment – 
and severely damaging to habitats if done by heavy machinery.   
 
The most disturbing aquaculture results in this area are from Lough Foyle where some oyster trestle 
litter was reported, but in follow up work further south after the survey (not included here), far 
more was discovered. There are now hundreds of metal trestles visible over an about 16 km stretch 
of the Donegal side shore, in use and abandoned. There is no licensing process and so none have any 
permits or controls.  Are they waste or illegal structures on the shore?  Surveyors deemed them the 
latter and only included broken or abandoned trestles as waste.  
 
As the small waste section also has an aquaculture category, it allows mapping of both large  items 
and the small aquaculture waste as shown on map 1 below in context of areas surveyed in 2014.  
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Map 1: Aquaculture waste reported in the 2014 autumn Coastwatch survey. Black lines indicates surveyed 

areas; waste is mapped as large, small and areas where both large and small aquaculture waste was observed.  
 
There are still over 600 shellfish aquaculture farms which have a right to operate under a virtual 
license, based on having had a past license (usually just one which was for 5 to 10 year) and 
submission of a license renewal application. While most have had a condition in their original license 
that their site was to be kept clean and waste free at all times and many do that, we are not aware 
of a single enforcement case on noncompliance with this waste management condition.  
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Ship wreck  
 

Old ship wrecks of archaeological and historic value were exposed and washed in by the 
winter 2013/14 storms and are still being discovered. Surveyors have raised concern about 
the grey area between an old boat which hasn’t been used for a while and one described 
locally as a wreck ready to sink. Coastwatch data would have to be re-examined in more 
detail before publication of wreck data.  
 
 

Other large waste items  
 
This catch all residues category included defunct broken sewage pipes running across shores 
and structures which have fallen into the sea, as well as strange items swept up by the 
storms or placed on the shore.  

 
Image 10: Remains of a building on eroding shore in South Dublin with view of Bray harbour in the distance. 
Another surveyor is standing on a large pipe. Photo Jacky Casserly  

 
Several cases of waste in or at ports were included. One scrap metal heap for shipping close to the 
South wall Dublin Port shore was again reported to be toppling into the water. Indeed it can even be 
seen from Google map satellites images.  
 
 

 
Image 11 Loading area for scrap metal South Dublin Port -  from Google Maps 2014. 
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Another case of ‘other large waste’ was the concrete covered polystyrene block found in Cork 
harbour.  

 Images 12 a-c: A large polystyrene filled block in splashzone 
of Cuskinny bay, Cork Harbour, is shedding  beads. 

       
After an initial run from authority to authority to get it 
moved, a mail to the port authority website as copied     
below worked. Below: Image of Cuskinny Bay and block 
location. 

 

Name  Coastwatch – att  

Phone 
Number 

 
086 8111 684  

Email 
Address 

 kdubsky@tcd.ie 

Enquiry  
I wonder if you can help move 'mountains'  
In our Coastwatch survey at Cuskinny Bay Cork Harbour we found a large > 1.5 x 1 m long polystyrene filled  
concrete block which is disintegrating. Locals thought it came from the port in winter storms. It was too heavy 
to move out of the splashzone. Polystyrene beads are a known meso litter problem for wildlife. Could you tell  
me if it is indeed from the port or you know anything to help us locate the owner? If you were able to help 
 remove it it would be super. I have photos and exact position. As we are doing media updates a quick response 
 would be most welcome  

 
After telephone conversations highlighting the site value it was moved - not by machine, but carried 
out by six men to avoid damaging this fine species rich foreshore.  
So here a big thank you to Capt. Paul O’Regan, Harbour Master, Port of Cork Co, as well as Pat 
Murphy; Henry Kingston and Sinead Keary.  
This was a joint Coastwatch and IWT survey and removal effort with survey headed by Gill Weyman.   
While we were researching the block, we discovered that it was a pontoon float aid and that there 
are now many more of these. Indeed even polystyrene filled erosion control blocks.  This illustrates 
the lack of material environmental impact assessment and the urgent need to introduce such a step 
to prevent new structures and objects coming into use with serious unintended marine litter risks.  
 

mailto:kdubsky@tcd.ie
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