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Connecting people’s behavior to marine litter 

Marine litter enters the ocean mainly from land sources and 
arrives either directly or indirectly through human action (or lack 
thereof).

One of the central messages of the Global Ambassador 
Program  is that any trash that is disposed of improperly can 
potentially enter the ocean or other waterways, and anyone who 
disposes of trash improperly can be a source of marine litter!

While marine litter is one of the most widespread pollution 
problems facing the world’s ocean, it is also one for which 
individual citizens – including students and children can become 
an immediate part of the solution. That’s because all marine litter 
can be traced back to a single source – people. 

Marine litter is not the only form of marine pollution. Marine 
pollution also includes forms of sewage, oil, gasoline, toxic 
chemicals, fertilizer, animal wastes, and pesticides that are 
released on land or emptied into the ocean. 

1. Connecting people’s 
behavior to marine litter

The Seabin Project is working hard to try and address those issues 
also.

Marine litter can only be truly managed by changing the behavior 
that causes it to enter the environment. Proper disposal of trash is 
the responsibility of every business, person and society at large. 
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Connecting people’s behavior to marine litter 

The most concise and widely accepted definition of marine 
debris/marine litter is the one given by the U.S EPA 2004 report 
to congress (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, “Report to 
Congress: Impacts and Control of Combined Sewer Overflows 
and Sanitary Sewer Overflows” August 26, 2004, (EPA 
Publication833-R-04-001), 

http://cfpub.epa.gov/npdes/cso/cpolicy_report2004.cfm 

and is defined 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. 
It may enter directly due to human action, or indirectly when 
washed out to sea via rivers, streams and storm drains. Marine 
debris has become one of the most pervasive pollution problems 
facing the world’s oceans and waterways.”

What is marine litter?

“Marine debris has become one 
of the most pervasive pollution 
problems facing the world’s 
oceans and waterways.”
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“While marine litter is one of the most widespread pollution problems 
facing the world’s ocean, it is also one for which individual citizens 
including students and children can become an immediate part of the 
solution”



Any trash that is improperly disposed of whether intentional 
or unintentional as well as any materials that are improperly 
transported or stored have the potential to become marine 
litter.

The main sources of marine litter include: 

⚓ Beachgoers 
⚓ Improper disposal of trash on land 
⚓ Storm water sewers and combined sewer overflow 
⚓ Ships and other vessels 
⚓ Industrial facilities 
⚓ Waste disposal activities 
⚓ Offshore oil and gas platforms 

Where does marine 
litter come from? 
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Connecting people’s behavior to marine litter 

“materials that are improperly 
transported or stored have the 
potential to become marine 
litter”
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Connecting people’s behavior to marine litter 

Two well known characteristics of some types of marine litter are 
buoyancy and the ability to be transported easily. This affects 
how easily it can enter the marine environment. 

Degradability is another characteristic and affects how long litter 
will remain in the marine environment. 

Buoyant objects are more likely to become visible marine litter 
than those that sink because they can easily be carried by wind, 
water, and waves.

Objects that can be easily blown around are a particular 
problem because they can become marine litter even when they 
are originally disposed of in a proper manner. 

Characteristics
of litter in the
marine environment 

An object is degradable if natural forces cause it to be broken down 
into smaller pieces. In nature, materials are typically broken down 
through a process known as biodegradation. Litter that does not 
easily degrade remains in the environment for a long time and is 
therefore persistent and accumulating in the oceans.
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Proposed activities for the classroom

Students will first define marine litter and discuss its possible 
impacts then sort household or Seabin trash items into different 
categories to learn about different sources of marine litter. 
Older students can use statistics and graphing to better 
understand the types of marine litter that are collected each 
year. 

LESSON 1 
Understanding marine 

litter

For this activity, if a Seabin is not available students can do a quick 
litter cleanup of a nearby location or you can use the contents of a 
trashcan from school. The children will be amazed at how much 
information they can collect from the items they themselves have 
previously thrown away.

2. Proposed 
activitiesfor the 

classroom
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⚓Define “marine litter.” 

⚓Discuss the concept of litter and kinds of litter.

⚓Describe specific examples of litter.

⚓Classify different kinds of litter found in water, using 
several different categories. 

⚓Create a poster with information gathered from the 
classification exercise
(older students can produce charts and graphs).
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Proposed activities for the classroom

MARINE LITTER

“Never doubt that a small group of 
thoughtful, committed citizens can 
change the world; indeed, it's the only 
thing that ever has”

- Margaret Mead
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“we can leverage the positive 
impacts of Seabins even further by 
establishing a strong educational 
program for schools, sports clubs and 
other social groups to come and 
interact with the Seabins and learn 
about the issue of marine litter in our 
oceans and coasts.”
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Proposed activities for the classroom

⚓ Use fans and see what items are easily blown away.

⚓ A container with water can be used to test litter buoyancy.

Students perform experiments to examine whether or not 
trash can float, blow around or wash away. The effects of these 
characteristics on marine litter in the environment are then 
discussed. 

Discuss how the characteristics examined (whether an item 
floats, is blown around or is carried by sprinkled water) affect 
whether an item is likely to become marine litter. Also discuss 
how the natural environmental forces of running water, wind and 
rain can cause trash to become marine litter.

As with lesson 1 if no Seabins are available, source your items 
from either the school trash or perform a quick litter clean up of a 
nearby location.

LESSON 2 
Characteristics of marine 

litter

⚓ Education guide
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Proposed activities for the classroom

⚓ Did the weather seem to affect the rate of degradation? 
How?

⚓ What weather conditions increase degradation rates ?

Students perform an experiment to learn how different types
of litter degrade and how weather and sunlight affect the rate of
degradation.

For this exercise you will create your own weather and 
degradation data tables together with your students.

LESSON 3 
Degradation of marine 

litter experiment

Every week (for a minimum of two months) have the class 
observe the changes in the trash items both in the indoor and the 
outdoor containers. Have different students fill in the 
“Degradation Data” handouts every week. (Note: You may want 
to use a camera to take pictures of the degrading trash on a 
weekly basis to monitor and display changes as accurately as 
possible. When taking pictures, place a card with the date on it in 
the upper right hand corner of the photograph to keep a precise 
record of when the photograph was taken.) 

Compare the completed “Weather Watch” and “Degradation
Data” handouts (create your own). Ask the class the following
questions:

⚓ Education guide
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Proposed activities for the classroom

LESSON 4 
How muchlitterdo you 

produce ?

Discuss the types of items that were discarded that could 
become marine litter. Ask students the questions below:

This lesson is designed to increase student’s awareness of the 
waste they and their family produce. Over the span of a week, 
students keep a log of the types and amounts of trash they 
generate and how they dispose of that trash. Students also learn 
which items were (or could/should have been) recycled and 
which items could become marine litter. 

Our own behavior and activities can contribute to the marine 
litter problem and how proper waste disposal methods and 
recycling can help prevent the problem. 

“Our own behavior and 
activities can contribute 
to the marine litter 
problem”
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⚓What types of items can become marine litter? 
(Note that all items can become marine litter if disposed of 
improperly.) 

⚓ How could they become marine litter? 

⚓ How could you prevent these items from becoming 
marine litter? 

⚓ How could you produce less waste? 

For this exercise, on top of using the student’s home 
trash you can also do a collective one with the trash 
generated in the classroom, and challenge yourselves 
to reduce the amount produced in the subsequent 
months.

15

Proposed activities for the classroom

ACTIVITY “Without the oceans there 
would be no life on Earth” 

- Peter Benchley
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“Marine litter has no international boundaries and it 
is a global issue. Just cleaning the oceans is a poor 
solution to this current effort, we need to change our 
behavior towards litter production and find new 
ideas to prevent and reduce marine litter”
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Proposed activities for the classroom

Many of us do not see normal litter in our surrounding 
environments. This exercise will increase the student’s awareness 
of litter problems and guide them towards understanding how 
normal litter becomes marine litter.

Students will observe and record normal litter they see in their 
neighborhood and reflect on how the litter came to be
there, then make predictions on how the litter items might make 
their way to the ocean. Students will compare the litter they have 
observed with data collected during the Seabin collection activity 
in lesson 1.

For this exercise have students go on a windy day if possible to a 
public bin that is full and hasn’t been emptied and discuss what 
can happen even if the litter was discarded of properly in the first 
place.

LESSON 5 
Where does marine litter 

come from?

“Students will observe and record normal litter 
they see in their neighborhood and reflect on how 
the litter came to be there”
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Proposed activities for the classroom

⚓ Discover where marine litter typically comes from and how 
it commonly finds its way into the marine environment. 

⚓ Learn how trash that is not properly handled or disposed of 
on land can become marine litter. 

⚓ What kind of items become marine litter?

⚓ How could the litter found in their community find its way to 
the ocean and become marine litter?

⚓ What can the community do to prevent the generation of 
marine litter? 

⚓ What can each of your students do to prevent the 
generation of marine litter? 

“We need to respect the oceans and 
take care of them as if our lives 
depended on it. Because they do”

- Dr Sylvia Earle

ACTIVITY

Photo: Meaghan Ogilvie
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Marine litter can have serious impacts on both marine 
wildlife and humans. Litter can entangle, maim and even drown 
many wildlife species. Animals can also mistake some litter for 
food; once ingested these materials can cause starvation and/or 
choking. For humans, marine litter can be a health and safety 
hazard. 

The ingestion of marine litter by marine organisms can escalate 
through the food chain and become part of the human diet 
posing a serious health risk. The impacts of marine litter can 
also result in economic hardships for coastal communities 
related to tourism and the fishing industry. 

LESSON 6 
How does marine litter 
affectmarine wildlife?

“The ingestion of marine litter by marine 
organisms can escalate through the food 
chain and become part of the human diet”
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Proposed activities for the classroom

⚓ All species of wildlife can be harmed by marine litter (marine
mammals, seabirds, sea turtles, fish and crustaceans) but
certain species are more susceptible to its dangers because
their behavior patterns attract them to marine litter. The
impact of marine litter on endangered or threatened species
is particularly significant because the numbers of these
species are already so low.

⚓ The ingestion of marine litter by animals can cause
starvation, suffocation, internal injuries, and infections.
Furthermore, it can travel up the food chain and make its
way onto our plates.

⚓ Marine litter is an eyesore that litters open ocean and beach
environments.

For this exercise have the kids find information online or if available 
go to a natural area (aquatic or not) and try to find signs of the 
impacts of litter on wildlife.

“Most people can't see the 
connection between their own 
lives and the oceans” 

- Captain Paul Watson

ACTIVITY
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Proposed activities for the classroom

⚓Changing the behaviors that lead to marine litter

⚓ Increasing awareness and better understanding of     
the problem 

⚓ Finding alternative materials  

⚓ Increasing recycling of waste items  

⚓ Introduce the concept of the circular economy

Marine litter has no international boundaries and it is a 
global issue. Just cleaning the oceans is a poor solution to this 
current effort, we need to change our behavior towards litter 
production and find new ideas to prevent and reduce marine 
litter. 

OUR EFFORTS SHOULD FOCUS ON

Propose and incentivize the students in a classroom discussion 
on how to approach the bullet points on the right. As a helpful 
guide, students can focus on developing ideas to suit the A.I.R 
strategy developed by Parley For The Oceans or even do some 
artwork with litter collected.

LESSON 7 
Working towards solutions

Visit parley.tv for more information if needed.

⚓ Education guide



22

A.I.R Strategy

“A” FOR AVOID
⚓ A1 - Avoid plastic where possible and replace with alternative materials.
⚓ A2 - Avoid virgin plastic and replace with post-consumer recycled materials.
⚓ A3 - Inspire and convince your network and consumers to avoid plastic. 

A.I.R STRATEGY
By Parley For The Oceans

“I” FOR INTERCEPT
⚓ I1 - Take back products at end of life and keep plastic in a closed loop
⚓ I2 - Empower and incentivize consumers to return end-of-life products to the loop.
⚓ I3 - Intercept plastic reaching land fills, rivers, lakes or oceans, before it’s burned or buried
⚓ I4 - Retrieve plastic litter from beaches, coastal areas, oceans, lakes, rivers 

“R" FOR REDESIGN
⚓ R1 - Question the ‘reason to be’ for every item you create or promote.
⚓ R2 - Create products that last.
⚓ R3 - Develop and support the use of eco innovative materials to replace plastic.
⚓ R4 - Disrupt plastic-dependent product categories with new business models.

www.parley.tv
Photo: 27mm
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Interaction with Seabins

This unit is designed for a visit to a marina or location where 
the Seabins are installed and perform a hands on activity where 
the students learn how the Seabins work, actively engage 
changing the catch bag of the Seabin and participate in data 
collection by sorting, cataloguing counting and measuring the 
litter collected. 

The students, supervised by their teacher will learn by following 
the directions of the person in charge of the Seabins who will be 
properly trained to interact with the students.

The students will learn how to complete the Seabin data sheet 
entry form set forth in the previous section (guidelines for 
marinas), as well as other aspects concerning the proper 
operation of the Seabins.

3. Interaction with Seabins

“The students learn how the 
Seabins work, actively engage 
changing the catch bag of the 
Seabin” Photo: 27mm
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Interaction with Seabins

HOW THE SEABINS WORK

⚓ Principle of operation
⚓ Parts
⚓ Engineering challenges
⚓ Catch bag specifications (material, mesh size)

SEABIN INSTALLATION
(number of Seabins and site location)

⚓ Evaluation study
⚓ Installation procedure
⚓ Other considerations

STRATEGIC LOCATION 
(where to place the Seabin based on)

⚓ Predominant weather conditions
⚓ Currents
⚓ River runoff
⚓ Other important considerations  

(areas of heavy use, animals)

“It always seems 
impossible until its done.” 

- Nelson Mandela
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Interaction with Seabins

MARINE LIFE ACTIVITY AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL CONDITIONS

⚓ Fish, algae, jellyfish, birds or marine mammals or others
⚓ Weather conditions (Wind, temperature, rain)
⚓ Water conditions (Swell, current, turbidity, temperature)

CHANGING OF THE SEABIN CATCH BAG

⚓ How to remove the catch bag from the Seabin
⚓ How to clean the catch bag
⚓ How to put the catch bag back in the Seabin

“Think big and don’t sweat the small stuff, 
they tend to work themselves out” 

- Author unknown
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“Marine litter can only be truly managed by 
changing the behavior that causes it to enter 
the environment. Proper disposal of trash is the 
responsibility of every business, person and 
society at large”
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Interaction with Seabins

SORT CONTENTS OF THE SEABIN 
CATCH BAG

⚓ Separate the contents attending to various characteristics
⚓ Types (plastic, metal, glass, paper or other)
⚓ Size (smaller than 5mm, larger than 5mm)
⚓ Origin (where it came from)

RECORD DATA ON THE LITTER 
COLLECTED

⚓ Origin of litter                                                                   
(can you identify where the litter is from?)

⚓ Amount of litter (weight in grams)
⚓ Type of litter (is it plastic, metal, glass, paper or other?)
⚓ Size fractions recovered (is it microplastic or macroplastic?)
⚓ Where is it being sent to? (Reuse, recycle, other projects)

“Start where you are. Use what 
you have. Do what you can”

- Arthur Ashe

Photo: Nick Pumphrey
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“Right now in the ocean there is already
1 particle of plastic for

every 2 particles of
plankton”

- Sergio Ruiz Halpern, Seabin Project's head of
science

Photo: Nick Pumphrey



Helpful Resources

http://www.seabinproject.com

http://www.surfrider.eu/en/our-missions/protect-the-oceans/marine-litter/

http://www.algalita.org

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

http://www.unep.org/regionalseas/marinelitter/

http://www.ospar.org/work-areas/eiha/marine-litter

http://www.parley.tv/#fortheoceans
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www.seabinproject.com   Facebook: The Seabin Project    Instagram: seabin_project    Twitter: seabin_project    Vimeo: The Seabin Project

For further details email us at sergio@seabinproject.com


