
E 3 General Litter found on the shore 
 
General litter was a broad sweep across many types of litter, some of which surveyors would have 
recorded right from the start of the Coastwatch Europe survey in 1989. As part of the litter section 
review this year, one extra category was added: rope and string as noted by surveyors to be very 
common and hidden within other categories up to now.  

Surveyors were asked to walk their shore from splashzone down to the water’s edge and note 
presence/absence of 15 categories of smaller litter items, as well as oil and tar pollution. Figure 7 
below shows results graphed as percentage of survey units in which a given litter category occurred.   

The new rope and string category was the most common noted on 60% of the 601 survey units. Only 
plastic bottles and cans in drinks containers reported on above were more common.  

Rope was followed by textiles (41%), other plastic (40%) and fishing litter (39%). Hard plastic 
containers, polystyrene and paper/worked wood also occurred in more than a third of all surveyed 
areas. All other litter and waste was observed in less than 25% of shores, down to medical waste which 
was found in 3% of s.u. Tar and Oil were observed in 2% of shores surveyed which includes some oil 
on water in a harbour.  

  
Figure 7: Percentage of Shores with general waste in 15 categories and oil/tar on the shore. N – 601 all Ireland 

2014 Coastwatch survey. Colour coded by material - plastic in red and part plastic in orange, bio-waste in green, other 

material is black. Question E3 ‘Tick which of these items of litter you found in your survey unit’ 

Some reduction in six of 15 general litter categories over both previous years was noted. For hard 
plastic containers there is was a significant drop from 52% in 2012 to 38% of shores littered in 2014. 
The drop in fishing/aquaculture gear is thought to be largely due to rope used in fishing or potting 
previously marked as fishing gear, now recorded as the new rope/string category. The only category 
which have increased significantly are mammal faeces which rose from 15% in 2012, to 20% in 2013 
to 23% of shores in 2014.  Polystyrene rose from 27% last year to 37% in 2014, but that is back to 2012 
levels. The paper/worked wood category has increased substantially  
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When you compare litter north and south and add in the drinks container count, you see plastic 
bottles, and rope/string  as top two litter categories in both and tar/oil as least common. However  
other litter rankings diverge – see figure 8 (i) and (ii) below.  
 
RoI 2014 General waste presence Question E 3 and drinks litter 

 
 
NI 2014 General waste presence Question E 3 and drinks litter 
 

 
Figure 8 Comparison of general littering in surveyed areas (i) RoI n=501 and (ii) NI n=100 su. Coastwatch 2014 

 
Fishing, angling and aquaculture (FAA) litter  
The 2012 data had shown a massive rise in lost and discarded fishing gear. Surveyors reported it on 
just over half (54%) of all surveyed shores in 2012, but 3/4 (76%) of s.u. in 2013.  If even every second 
site with ropes and string recorded was attributed to fishing and aquaculture related activity, then the 
result would be around 60% of survey units – somewhere between 2012 and 2013 results.  
Rope related litter includes fishing ‘dollies’ - bunches of plastic rope tied together and onto the bottom 
of nets to avoid nets getting damaged when the operator dredges over the sea floor. You can see 
these bright coloured ‘sacrifice plastics’ sometimes on trawler nets in the harbour. Only those who 
are part of the industry would recognise the occasional ‘dolly’ swept up, while the usual small frayed 
rope pieces would be recorded as rope and string.    
Another litter associated with fishing and other activities is polystyrene. But this link would not be 
made by the surveyor.  More and more samples and fish are put into polystyrene boxes at sea.  
 
In 2014 there were 212 survey units with some sort of fishing/angling/aquaculture gear reported. 
Surveyors were then invited to further identify the gear. The results showed fishing pots most frequent 
(43%) then nets (19%). Angling 26% and aquaculture 12% made up the rest.  



Fishing and angling are far more widespread activities than aquaculture which is concentrated in about 
12% of the coastal zone, where the litter is largely concentrated. We know that the winter 2013/14 
storms caused a lot of pot and trap gear loss which may account for the surprisingly high contribution 
of pots.   
For aquaculture gear we have large metal and small items recorded and map 1 page 8 shows how 
both overlap. In small aquaculture litter the rubber straps with metal hooks which keep netlon Gigas 
oyster grow bags in position occur at highest densities. In Dungarvan and Woodstown Co Waterford 
the tidemark count can be 4/m for stretches of shore and they litter all shore levels – see photos. 
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Figure 9: Survey sites with different types of fishing, angling and small aquaculture waste. 
Coastwatch survey 2014 (601 su, 212 su with 1 or more types of FAA litter) 

Comparing results with the previous 2 years and pooling nets and pots into one fishing category to aid 
that comparison, we see the 2014 results largely mirroring those of the previous year, but quite 
different to 2012 where fishing gear made up the overwhelming 80% of the FAA litter reported.  

       
Figure 10. Surveyor reports on sources of the fishing gear in survey units (Left: 2012 CW survey, report on 

fishing &/or angling &/or aquaculture litter source found present in 212 su. Right 2013 CW survey, gear found 
present in 232su).  
 

Sanitary waste was recorded on 12% of shores – the same as last year.  While the spread of this litter 
has reduced to half of what it was 15 years ago, several sewage blackspots were again recorded where 
treatment is still awaited both north and south and there are treatment plants which are only able to 
cope with fine weather flow. Some sanitary waste which arose on the beach was also recorded 
including nappies buried by beach visitors and dug out by the wind and sea. Medical waste has 
reduced steadily and is now very rare.  Where found it is linked to drug use or sewage.  
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Other waste: The list of other waste items found by volunteers during the Coastwatch survey was 
wide, but included some repeat offenders with dog poo bags and balloons as key lead items. One 
surveyor counted them:  ‘18 full dog poo bags!’ 

    Image: Is that balloon waste created 

by clever humans and Nature waste created by silly birds feeding on snails at Tinnaberna Co WExford. Photo 
Paul Laird 

There were some more urban records – traffic cones, sand bags, plastic sheeting; resort/ 
urban/harbour litter lead by dog poo bags and cigarette buds, baby soothers, barbecue wire, tin foil 
and more rural waste like farm plastic.  
Rubber bands and mussel stockings were mentioned but not identified by some surveyors. Others 
noted 100s of the oyster bands. Along the east coast polystyrene beads and plastic pellets were seen 
on the tide mark, shot gun cartridges, and fibreglass items, strip lights. Single pieces included: 
 ‘Found a flare, which we returned to coastguard’  In terms of follow up action, work on dog pooh bags 
and balloons has started.  
 
Oil and Tar were the least likely general waste and pollution to be encountered by surveyors which is 
to be warmly welcomed. Small repeat offend locations still remain to be tackled. This was noted 

around harbour oil reception facilities like the photo here of 
Arklow Harbour.  
 Although well bunded so the waste oil in the tank is save, an aura 
of empty waste oil containers with no home has developed around 
the tank and a local small scale seeping of oil into the pier or water 
was noticed which needs to be prevented.  Similar facilities in other 
harbours also need to be checked. Our survey included very few 
harbours in 2014.  
 
 
 
 
Polystyrene has been recorded as 

separate category since 2012, before that it was pooled with the hard 
polyurethane as used in foams and boards. It was recorded on 39% of 
shores surveyed in 2012, dropped to 27% last year and is back up to 37% 
this year 2014.  From pilot checks in training sessions, surveyors record 
larger pieces of the material only. The beads which blight many of our shores are only picked up in the 
meso/micro litter section.  See Coastwatch website for reasoned recommendations to address this waste.  
Polystyrene 
Expanded polystyrene (EPS) extracted from oil has many uses as food packaging, protective and insulating 
packaging. It is cheap, lightweight, versatile, a durable good protector and insulator. Some can be fully 
recycled, food packaging contaminated by raw meat/fish is too expensive to recycle.  
Most polystyrene easily breaks into beads which disperse and are impossible to pick up. They adsorb 
pollutants and can then act like poisoned pills ingested by wildlife who may be mistaking it for food. The 
material is now banned in some areas or use restricted. See Coastwatch position on www.coastwatch.org. 



E4 Micro litter  

 
After large and general litter, surveyors are asked to look out for meso (up to 1cm ) small but well 
visible by naked eye) and micro litter on their shore. A short note guides to the reasons and where to 
look.  
This follows a two year period when surveyors were asked to take micro litter samples if found and 
the analyses of these. In 2014 a number of micro litter university research projects had commenced 
and it was no longer considered useful to use scarce Coastwatch resources in this area. However it 
was important to alert surveyors to this litter and hence the question was included.  
Responses were entered for 548 of the 601 survey sites. Of the 548 where observation were made 
77% didn’t see any micro litter and 23% did.  We cannot tell how accurate this, but can conclude that 
at least on 124 surveyed shores there was small litter present and in at least some cases there was 
lots .  

 
 
Figure 11: Number and percentage of 

survey units where volunteers observed 
micro or meso litter. Coastwatch survey (All 
Ireland 601 su 2014 survey) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On 23% of sites surveyors reported some micro or meso litter. We did not hand out or suggest use of 
magnifying glasses. From comments and team observations the identifiable small litter seen by 
naked eye was similar to that analysed the previous year: 

1. Fine plastic fibres from rope and nets, especially among seaweeds in deposition areas. 

2. Polystyrene  beads  

3. Hard raw plastic pellets   

4. Old paint flecks associated with harbours  - e.g. Carlingford and Dun Laoghaire ice house pier 

           

 

Image of mso and micro litter on the tideline after stormy weather  

  

424, 77%

124, 23%

Tiny (micro or meso) litter on the shore ? 

No Yes



E 5 Looking Back - To put litter results into weather and recent cleaning activity context 

 
Asked which area was most littered, 360 out of the 601 all Ireland su had a most littered splashzone 
(see fig 12). This was followed by recent tidemarks which contain the most recent deposits, while in 
96 cases the intertidal was deemed most littered. That includes the sites with tyre traps and 
intertidal harbour and urban estuary river mouth ground. In ten cases the water was worst littered - 
mainly harbours.  

 
Figure 12 Number of survey areas where a particular shore area was most littered (Question E 5)  
 
Results mirror those of previous surveys although after all the clean ups one might have expected 

the splashzone to be less littered.   
Asked about litter spread, 64% of the 547 responses 
obtained indicated that litter was evenly spread along 
the 500 m shore, while for 33% of sites it was 
accumulating in certain areas.  
 
Figure 13: What is the litter spread on the shore? ( n-547) 

 
Asked if the shore had been cleaned in the last week 
an unprecedented 46% or 279 survey units were 
thought to have been cleaned.  That is a rise from 4 to 

6% over decades. This highlights the huge community and authority cleaning effort.  
 
Figure 13: Was the Shore cleaned in the last week ( 601 survey units) 2014  

                                                                                                   .  

 
In the final litter related question, surveyors were asked whether recent weather had made their 
shore looked cleaner, worse or was insignificant. A don’t know option was provided.  The response 
show some 15% of shores were considered cleaner due to recent weather, 6% worse and the rest 
either noted no recent weather role. Or did not know the shore well enough to tell.  
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Results for the island of Ireland Coastwatch 2014 shore survey in autumn 2014 are based on surveys 
from approximately 2000 volunteers reporting on >700 survey units (where 1 s.u. is ~ 500m shore 
length). After removal of duplicates and clean up, 601 survey forms were used in the waste and litter 
section report. This represents ~ 4% of accessible island of Ireland shore and includes some islands off 
the island of Ireland – like Inis Oírr.  Counties Fingal, Kerry, Wexford, Waterford, Antrim, Down and 
Dublin returned > 50 survey sites each. 

 

Survey Method:  

Volunteers from all walks of life chose and booked their survey areas online, or through regional 
coordinators who sometimes joined groups to cover a longer stretch of coast. After preparing, they 
carried out a snapshot audit of their s.u. from hinterland down to low water completing survey 
questions and water tests while on the shore.  The survey ran Sept. 15th to Oct. 15th with extension 
until 31st Oct.  Results were returned online or by post for analyses, and mapping using GIS.  

 

Have your say: 

Four results papers with priority topics have been drafted as discussion papers and to serve in follow 
up work. These are:  Water, Erosion, Waste and Litter and leaving the best until last - Biodiversity.  
After final edit they will be collated and published in September 2015. They are on the Coastwatch 
website and comment is welcome, especially on recommendations and any follow up action taken 
which we should refer to in the final published report.  

 

 

The Coastwatch Team  

June 2015 

 

 
 
 
Coastwatch, hosted at Civil and Env. Eng. TCD, Dublin 2, www.coastwatch.org , kdubsky@tcd.ie.  
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