A Case Study in Beach Clean-ups and their Contribution towards Fighting Marine Pollution
Marine pollution is an ongoing crisis that is threatening our future on this planet.[footnoteRef:1] One way many people are choosing to fight against this growing problem is by volunteering to clean up litter and waste from beaches.[footnoteRef:2] Several charities, such as the Marine Conservation Society and the National Trust, organise beach clean-up groups for willing volunteers to take part in.[footnoteRef:3][footnoteRef:4] Litter on beaches and in the sea are having catastrophic effects on marine wildlife and habitats, with animals digesting plastic and getting tangled in pieces of rubbish.[footnoteRef:5][footnoteRef:6] Plastic waste from humans often ends up in the ocean after being left on the beach or on boats and is swept away by waves.[footnoteRef:7] Although beach clean-ups are vital to clearing a good amount of waste from the ocean, they alone cannot fix the problem at hand.[footnoteRef:8] [1:  ‘Marine Pollution’ <https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/marine-pollution> [accessed 8 May 2025].]  [2:  Ocean Blue Environmental News Blog, ‘Do Beach Cleanups Really Make A Difference?’, 26 October 2020 <https://oceanblueproject.org/do-beach-cleanups-really-make-a-difference/>.]  [3:  ‘Beach Cleans’, Marine Conservation Society <https://www.mcsuk.org/what-you-can-do/join-a-beach-clean/> [accessed 8 May 2025].]  [4:  ‘Find a Beach Clean’, National Trust <https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/support-us/volunteer/help-out-with-a-beach-clean> [accessed 8 May 2025].]  [5:  ‘Why Do Ocean Animals Eat Plastic?’, Animals, 5 August 2025 <https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/article/whales-eating-plastic-pollution>.]  [6:  ‘Plastic in Our Oceans Is Killing Marine Mammals – WWF-Australia | Plastic in Our Oceans Is Killing Marine Mammals | WWF Australia’ <https://wwf.org.au/blogs/plastic-in-our-oceans-is-killing-marine-mammals/> [accessed 8 May 2025].]  [7:  ‘Where Does Marine Debris Come From? | Marine Debris Program’ <https://marinedebris.noaa.gov/discover-marine-debris/where-does-marine-debris-come> [accessed 8 May 2025].]  [8:  Alfie, ‘Beach Litter Statistics 2025 | Waste Managed’, Waste Management Services | Recycling | WasteManaged, 8 February 2024 <https://www.wastemanaged.co.uk/our-news/summer/beach-litter/>.] 

Around 8 million tonnes of plastic ends up in the ocean each year, and a significant portion of that waste ends up washed up on beaches around the world.[footnoteRef:9] Beach clean-ups are a widespread volunteer activity across the globe, with people from North America to Asia taking part.[footnoteRef:10][footnoteRef:11] One study by Ling and Lundberg shows that the reasons for why beach clean-ups are so popular with many people are varied.[footnoteRef:12] Some people involve themselves in beach clean-ups because of a general concern for the environment.[footnoteRef:13] Some people enjoy spending the time in the outdoors, surrounded by nature whilst also aiding in its preservation.[footnoteRef:14] For some, they just find the activity enjoyable.[footnoteRef:15] Littered beaches also pose a threat to the local economies of several coastal villages and towns that rely on tourism to make money, so keeping beaches clean is essential to those communities.[footnoteRef:16]  [9:  Alfie, ‘Beach Litter Statistics 2025 | Waste Managed’.]  [10:  Noir P. Purba and others, ‘Coastal Clean-up in Southeast Asia: Lessons Learned, Challenges, and Future Strategies’, Frontiers in Marine Science, 10 (2023), doi:10.3389/fmars.2023.1250736.]  [11:  WWF, ‘Learn about the Great Canadian Shoreline Cleanup’, WWF.CA, 11 September 2014 <https://wwf.ca/stories/worlds-largest-shoreline-cleanup/>.]  [12:  Lukas Lind and Erik Lundberg, ‘Why Are You Cleaning Beaches? A Study on Motivations of Volunteer Beach Cleaners’, Journal of Environmental Planning and Management, 2024, pp. 1–23, doi:10.1080/09640568.2024.2409963.]  [13:  Lind and Lundberg, ‘Why Are You Cleaning Beaches?’]  [14:  Lind and Lundberg, ‘Why Are You Cleaning Beaches?’]  [15:  Lind and Lundberg, ‘Why Are You Cleaning Beaches?’]  [16:  p-themes, ‘7 Reasons Why Beach Clean-Ups Are Important’, Goods That Give <https://goodsthatgive.com.au/blogs/news/beach-clean-ups> [accessed 9 May 2025].] 

Manmade waste, especially plastic waste, making its way into our oceans is a rising issue, with 400 million tonnes of plastic being produced annually, and around 11 million tonnes of that plastic entering the oceans each year.[footnoteRef:17] The number is only expected to grow, with a prediction being made that suggests there could be more plastic than fish in the sea by 2050.[footnoteRef:18] One of the leading causes of marine pollution is the cruise line industry.[footnoteRef:19] Cruise ships can produce up to eight tonnes of plastic waste per week and unless properly managed, can very easily end up in the water.[footnoteRef:20] Another contributing factor in the rise of plastic pollution is the problem of people putting their plastic in general waste and that plastic ending up being taken to landfills.[footnoteRef:21] Wind can blow lighter pieces of rubbish out of landfill mounds which often results in the waste ending up in the water.[footnoteRef:22] Many people unfortunately litter or fly tip, which also leads to the build-up of more marine pollution.[footnoteRef:23] [17:  ‘Plastic Pollution: Facts & Figures’, Surfers Against Sewage <https://www.sas.org.uk/plastic-pollution/plastic-pollution-facts-figures/> [accessed 9 May 2025].]  [18:  ‘More Plastic than Fish in the Ocean by 2050: Report Offers Blueprint for Change’, World Economic Forum <https://www.weforum.org/press/2016/01/more-plastic-than-fish-in-the-ocean-by-2050-report-offers-blueprint-for-change/> [accessed 9 May 2025].]  [19:  ‘Navigating Plastic Waste in the Cruise Industry’, 4ocean <https://www.4ocean.com/blogs/industry-news/navigating-plastic-waste-in-the-cruise-industry> [accessed 9 May 2025].]  [20:  ‘Navigating Plastic Waste in the Cruise Industry’.]  [21:  ‘How Does Plastic End up in the Ocean? | WWF’ <https://www.wwf.org.uk/updates/how-does-plastic-end-ocean> [accessed 11 May 2025].]  [22:  ‘How Does Plastic End up in the Ocean?’]  [23:  ‘How Does Plastic End up in the Ocean?’] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Plastic pollution finding its way into our oceans is leading to the degradation of marine habitats such as coral reefs and seagrass beds.[footnoteRef:24] Coral reefs, along with other marine organisms, produce around 50% of the oxygen we breathe, as well as absorbing around a third of carbon dioxide emissions produced by burning fossil fuels, so preserving the reefs are essential to maintaining our planet.[footnoteRef:25] The reefs are popular spots for fishing, which can lead to some fishing equipment being left behind and damaging the coral and marine life that lives in the reefs.[footnoteRef:26] According to scientists at the ARC Centre of Excellence for Coral Reef Studies at the Australian university James Cook, as well as other specialist organisations, have suggested that banning certain fishing gear such as spear guns and fish traps could help prevent further damage to reefs.[footnoteRef:27] Marine animals are also digesting the plastic waste that ends up in the ocean.[footnoteRef:28] Scientists believe they may be mistaking plastic for food, perhaps because of its smell or even because some pieces plastic is so small they might not be able to tell the difference.[footnoteRef:29] Creatures like sea turtles have been found to often eat plastic, especially when they are young and not as picky about their food.[footnoteRef:30] Turtles, fish and seabirds are also all at risk of becoming tangled in things like discarded nets and plastic shopping bags.[footnoteRef:31]  [24:  ‘Habitat Damage | Marine Debris Program’ <https://marinedebris.noaa.gov/why-marine-debris-problem/habitat-damage> [accessed 11 May 2025].]  [25:  ‘5 Coral Reef Facts Everyone Need to Know’, 16 June 2020 <https://divernet.com/scuba-news/5-coral-reef-facts-everyone-need-to-know/>.]  [26:  ‘Habitat Damage | Marine Debris Program’.]  [27:  ‘Banning Certain Fishing Gear Can Help Save Reefs From Climate Change’, ScienceDaily <https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2009/06/090617154405.htm> [accessed 11 May 2025].]  [28:  ‘Why Do Ocean Animals Eat Plastic?’, Animals, 5 November 2025 <https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/article/whales-eating-plastic-pollution>.]  [29:  ‘Why Do Ocean Animals Eat Plastic?’]  [30:  Simon Reddy, ‘Plastic Pollution Affects Sea Life Throughout the Ocean’, 24 September 2018 <https://pew.org/2O0HW9S>.]  [31:  Reddy, ‘Plastic Pollution Affects Sea Life Throughout the Ocean’.] 

Micro plastics are one of the most troubling results of the increase of plastic pollution.[footnoteRef:32] Because they are so small, the process of removing them from our environment is far from easy.[footnoteRef:33] Research also indicates that the chemical composition of these micro plastics is extremely harmful and can have a lasting detrimental impact on whatever they come into contact with.[footnoteRef:34] Since micro plastics were only first discovered in 2004, they have contaminated our air, our food and our water and as a result we are all currently living with micro plastics in our bodies.[footnoteRef:35][footnoteRef:36] It is difficult for scientists to determine how much harm the micro plastics in our bodies are doing to us, if they are harming us at all, because of how many chemicals we are already exposing ourselves to on a daily basis.[footnoteRef:37] However, studies conducted on fish that consumed micro plastics have shown that they can cause damage to the liver and reproductive systems of fish.[footnoteRef:38] Although testing the effects of micro plastic consumption on humans is difficult, scientists were able to test the effects on human cells and their experiments showed that the plastic was harmful to the cells, causing allergic reactions and even cell death.[footnoteRef:39] [32:  ‘Microplastics: What Are They and Why Are They a Problem’ <https://www.clientearth.org/latest/news/microplastics-what-are-they-and-why-are-they-a-problem/> [accessed 11 May 2025].]  [33:  ‘Microplastics’.]  [34:  ‘Microplastics’.]  [35:  ‘International Marine Litter Research Unit’, University of Plymouth <https://www.plymouth.ac.uk/research/marine-litter> [accessed 11 May 2025].]  [36:  ‘Microplastics Are Invading Our Bodies. How Severe Is the Damage?’, Environment, 5 November 2025 <https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/microplastics-are-in-our-bodies-how-much-do-they-harm-us>.]  [37:  ‘Microplastics Are Invading Our Bodies. How Severe Is the Damage?’]  [38:  ‘Microplastics Are Invading Our Bodies. How Severe Is the Damage?’]  [39:  ‘Microplastics Are Invading Our Bodies. How Severe Is the Damage?’] 

Although beach clean-ups are a fantastic way for the public to get involved in taking care of the environment and spreading awareness about plastic pollution, they cannot fix the overwhelming problem of plastic pollution because plastic is still being produced in tonnes every year.[footnoteRef:40] In March of 2022, the United Nations Member States decided to adopt a mandate that would aid in ending plastic pollution.[footnoteRef:41] This was a big step towards a greener future, but it’s still only the beginning because, as one paper states, “To end plastic pollution is not to end plastic itself.”[footnoteRef:42] The general public participating in things such as beach clean-ups and recycling is incredibly important, but still not enough because the general public are not the ones producing the tonnes and tonnes of plastic – in fact studies show that only sixty firms are responsible for the production of half of the plastic produced.[footnoteRef:43] Six of those firms are responsible for a quarter of that plastic.[footnoteRef:44] The responsibility lies with the producers of plastic items, not with the consumers who usually have no choice but to buy products containing plastic if there are no alternatives at a reasonable price.[footnoteRef:45] We should be holding these companies accountable and forcing them through legislation to cut back on their plastic production and use sustainable, greener materials instead.[footnoteRef:46] [40:  Alfie, ‘Beach Litter Statistics 2025 | Waste Managed’.]  [41:  ‘Plastic Global Law & Policy’, Center for International Environmental Law <https://www.ciel.org/issue/plastic-global-law-policy/> [accessed 11 May 2025].]  [42:  ‘International Marine Litter Research Unit’.]  [43:  Sofia Quaglia, ‘Survey Finds That 60 Firms Are Responsible for Half of World’s Plastic Pollution’, The Guardian, 24 April 2024, section Environment <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2024/apr/24/survey-finds-that-60-firms-are-responsible-for-half-of-worlds-plastic-pollution>.]  [44:  Quaglia, ‘Survey Finds That 60 Firms Are Responsible for Half of World’s Plastic Pollution’.]  [45:  Alex Truelove, ‘Why Plastic Pollution Is a Producer Responsibility • The Revelator’, The Revelator, 8 January 2021 <https://therevelator.org/plastic-producer-responsibility/>.]  [46:  Truelove, ‘Why Plastic Pollution Is a Producer Responsibility • The Revelator’.] 

In conclusion, there is an undeniable crisis of plastic pollution invading our seas. Beach clean-ups are a great way for many people to get involved and learn about pollution, but they can’t fix the problem by themselves. Tonnes of plastic are produced every year and too much of what is produced ends up in the ocean, causing significant harm to marine wildlife and habitats. Micro plastics that are created as a result of plastic waste are also posing a risk to the health of humans worldwide. Beach clean-ups provide a temporary fix, whereas creating international laws to reduce plastic production will clear the path to a more sustainable future. There should be more pressure being placed on the companies that produce all this plastic, rather than placing the responsibility on the general public. These companies only care about making a profit, so the only way to bring down the production of plastics will be to force them through international laws and legislations. 
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