
 

Question 1: Are the proposed measures for the Descriptor sufficient to meet the requirements of the 
Directive, bearing in mind the current limitations in our knowledge base?  
 
No. 
 
The Marine Conservation Society (MCS) has been monitoring levels of beach litter around the UK for 
20 years. In that time beach litter levels have increased by 135% and plastic litter by 180%. 
Therefore, it is inconceivable that current measures, the majority of which have been place for many 
years and have thus far failed to achieve a downward trend in marine litter, will be sufficient to reverse 
the increasing trend and achieve GES by 2020.  
 
Defra itself has stated   “Under the baseline scenario it is assumed that litter will continue to be a 
problem, accumulating in coastal areas and in the water column. The GES targets proposed for this 
Descriptor are unlikely to be achieved through existing legislation and policy commitments.”(1) 

 

The consultation document also states that the UK has signed up to the OSPAR Regional Action Plan 
(RAP). However little in the RAP is binding and it is not clear which elements of the RAP the UK is 
‘considering’ implementing above and beyond activities that are already being carried out. 
 
The MSFD document itself makes clear reference to the precautionary principle in the preamble – 
paras. 27 and 45: 
 
Para 27 - ‘ Member States should then establish and implement programmes of measures which are 
designed to achieve or maintain good environmental status in the waters concerned, while 
accommodating existing Community and international requirements and the needs of the marine 
region or subregion concerned. Those measures should be devised on the basis of the precautionary 
principle and the principles that preventive action should be taken, that environmental damage 
should, as a priority, be rectified at source and that the polluter should pay.’   
 
Para 45 - ‘Programmes of measures and subsequent action by Member States should be based on 
an ecosystem-based approach to the management of human activities and on the principles referred 
to in Article 174 of the Treaty, in particular the precautionary principle.’  
 
The precautionary principle does not seem to have been considered by the UK in putting forward its 
planned measures for marine litter and is mentioned nowhere in the litter section. Under no 
circumstances should Defra’s perceived ‘lack of’ data be used as an excuse for inaction. In reality 
there is a large body of evidence on litter levels in the UK. Defra itself used the 20 years of MCS 
beach litter data as a basis for MSFD monitoring and for its Charting Progress 2 report in 2012 which 
showed that litter levels were too high and that little change had occurred since the original Charting 
Progress report in 2005. There is also a large and growing volume of evidence on the harm that 
ingestion and entanglement is having on marine wildlife. Clearly, there is sufficient evidence to start 
acting now while collecting further, more detailed information. 
 
The consultation document identifies a raft of legislation designed to prevent littering but has failed to 
review the efficacy of the legislation at preventing marine litter. Whilst existing legislation provides a 
strong framework for preventing marine litter, strong implementation and enforcement are essential to 
achieving the aims. For example, the Landfill Directive, Packaging and Packaging Waste Directive 
and Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive are key to preventing terrestrial sources of marine litter, 
whilst MARPOL aims to prevent dumping of waste at sea. However inadequate implementation and 
enforcement are undermining their effectiveness.  
 
The UK is currently facing infraction proceedings under the Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive 
due to inadequate treatment in five areas, including excessive spills from storm water overflows(2) 

which would increase the amount of Sewage Related Debris.  

 



 

 
Landfills have been identified as a source of marine litter and with 184 current and 1561 historic 
landfills in the coastal flood zone, further measures are required to prevent litter escape and reduce 
waste going to landfill, through increased inspections and fines, closure of non-compliant landfills and 
illegal dumpsites and ultimately a phase-out of landfilling of plastics and other recyclable materials.(3) 
Despite increases in enforcement last year, fly-tipping has increased by 20% since 2012/13, 
suggesting further investment in enforcement is necessary. 
 
In the marine sector, sources such as shipping and fisheries have been identified as contributing 40% 
of marine litter in the North Sea(4)  – clear evidence that improved implementation and enforcement of 
the Port Reception Facilities Directive, the Ship-source Pollution Directive and MARPOL are required 
to reduce marine sources, with amendments to existing legislation required to remove incentives to 
dump waste at sea.  
 
Beyond improved implementation and enforcement of existing legislation, new measures are urgently 
needed to target specific types of litter. The UK spends approximately €18 million removing beach 
litter every year.(5)  Coastal communities, many of which rely on the marine environment for their 
livelihood through tourism, fishing and recreational water sports, continue to pay the price for marine 
and coastal litter. Revenue is lost through spoilt fish catches and lost tourism income. This cost can 
only increase if the amount of litter is not reduced. Therefore, it is vital that new and effective 
measures be introduced. Not all measures will require huge amounts of funding and money spent 
now will produce savings in the future. 
 
 
Question 2: Are there any additional existing or planned measures for this Descriptor we have not 
identified that might also contribute to the achievement of the relevant environmental targets and the 
achievement or maintenance of GES? 
 
The UK should: 
 
• Ensure greater and better enforcement and implementation of existing legislation and higher fines 

to deter littering both on land and at sea.  
• Ensure that marine litter is recognized as a specific problem and addressed in general waste 

legislation e.g. national waste policies. 
• Encourage fishing for litter initiatives following the KIMO model, removing barriers to the 

processing or adequate disposal of marine litter collected, by ensuring that vessels can land non-
operational waste collected at sea at any participating harbour at no extra cost.  

• The bottle deposit/reverse vending systems trialed in Scotland have been very effective and 
Heriot-Watt University has pledged to continue the scheme indefinitely. The scheme could be 
widened to include the whole of the UK. 

• Identify the individual actions the UK will take to implement the OSPAR RAP. 
• Incorporate solid litter in the review of River Basin Management Plans. The inclusion of measures 

to control solid litter in river basins and coastal ecosystems would greatly affect the input of litter 
into the marine environment. 

• Incorporate marine litter in marine plans. All marine plans should include specific measures to 
reduce marine litter including spatial management of users to avoid gear conflicts and loss, 
requirements for waste management plans for marine-related developments that ensure 
minimisation and safe disposal of waste and regular consultations with stakeholders by relevant 
local authorities to ensure the adequacy of port reception facilities. Waste prevention and 
management plans should form a part of all licensing agreements. 

 
 

 



 

Question 3: Are there any new measures that are needed? If so please provide details and evidence 
to show how they would contribute towards the achievement or maintenance of GES or the 
environmental targets as set out in the Marine Strategy Part One.  
 
There are a large number of initiatives that could help reduce the amount of marine litter. Not all can 
be realised through Government action alone but will need participation by industry and the general 
public. Such actions include: 
 
1. Cross-cutting measures 
 

Marine Litter Strategies 
 
• England and Wales should develop national Marine Litter Strategies 
 
As detailed with litter doubling over the last twenty years a concerted effort is needed to reduce it and 
to achieve this we need national litter strategies. Scotland and Northern Ireland have already 
produced their strategies and now England and Wales need to follow suit. These strategies should be 
coordinated with those of Scotland and Northern Ireland to integrate existing legislation, adopt a 
cross-policy approach between land and sea, and coordinate regional and national measures.  
 
Meaningful and quantitative reduction targets 
 
• We would encourage the UK to work towards the Seas at Risk target of a reduction of 50% by 

2020 as a stepping stone towards achieving Good Environmental Status and to support binding 
EU waste prevention, resource efficiency and re-use/recycling targets.(6) 

 
The current UK marine litter targets are extremely weak and undefined. This will not encourage 
effective action to prevent marine litter. 
 
Giving waste a value 
 
• Introduction of deposit/refund/levy schemes for single use items and bans where necessary. 
• Implement individual producer responsibility (IPR) for key types of waste and expand extended 

producer responsibility (EPR) schemes.  
 
Giving items such as drinks bottles a value through a deposit/refund system will greatly increase the 
return and recycling of these items. Extending and improving producer responsibility over the entire 
product life cycle promotes eco-design, financially incentivising manufacturers to reduce packaging 
and design products and packaging for reuse and recycling.  
 
Preventing waste through a circular economy 
 
• Adopt binding and ambitious waste prevention, resource efficiency and recycling targets and 

measures.  
 

A circular economy maximises the sustainable use and value of resources, eliminating waste and 
benefiting both the economy and the environment. This can be achieved through setting rigorous 
standards for manufacturers to design products and packaging for reuse, repair and recycling, to use 
recycled materials, and to compel manufacturers to support product repair and recycling.  
 
Such measures should include eco-design and product sustainability standards and producer 
responsibility schemes and be supported by binding UK resource efficiency and waste prevention 
targets. In line with proposed EU wide targets(7) these should include a binding resource efficiency 

 



 

target of at least 30%, a ban on landfill of recyclable waste by 2025 and a packaging waste recycling 
target of 80% by 2030, as well as additional reuse/recycling targets for specific materials.  
 
Local authorities, manufacturers and retailers (in line with EPR principles) should be supported in 
improving waste collection systems to achieve recycling targets and improve the value of the 
recyclate in order to boost reuse and recycling of municipal waste to a minimum of 70% by 2030.(8) 

 
Education – public, school, university and industry 
 
• Public campaigns to not throw items down the toilet, reuse and recycle more and take rubbish 

home 
• Incorporate waste and litter education including the problems caused by  marine litter into school 

curricula, university inductions and shipping and fishing industries training of mariners and 
fishermen 

 
Education on waste and litter issues is vital if we are to start reducing the problem of marine litter. 
However education alone will not achieve GES by 2020. 
 
Beachcleaning  
 

• Introduce “Polluter Pay” schemes so the main producers of pollutants e.g. the soft drinks 
industry, have to contribute to Local Authority beach cleaning. 

• Local Authorities to increase beach cleaning through the winter, when litter from the seafloor 
will be deposited on beaches following storms.  
 

 
2. Specific measures 

 
 
Beverage containers - 10% of beach litter in 2014. 
 
• Introduce a nationwide deposit scheme for plastic drink bottles and aluminium drink cans. 
• Redesign bottles and tops to increase recyclability and prevent loss. 
• Establish a network of public water fountains. 
• Supply each child/university student with a refillable drinks bottle. 
• Place a levy on single-use cups to encourage uptake of reusable cups.  
 
Plastic bottles and their associated tops together with aluminium drinks cans are some of the most 
obvious pieces of litter to be found as beach litter. During the 2014 Beachwatch Big Weekend 7,672 
plastic drinks bottles and 14,750 caps and lids were found together with 5,015 aluminium drinks cans. 
Plastic drinks bottles accounted for 2.8% of all litter and had a density of 69 items/km. Caps and lids 
accounted for 5.4% of total litter with an average density of 132 items/km. Cans accounted for 1.8% of 
litter with a density of 45 items/km.  
 
Research and redesign of these products needs to be undertaken in particular to increase the 
recyclability of tops and to ensure that tops stay with their bottles.  
 
Recent research has highlighted the feasibility of introducing deposit or bottle refund schemes in the 
UK. The schemes examined were shown to bring a number of benefits including increased recycling, 
reduced costs, reduced littering and job creation.(9, 10) The expected reduction in disamenity impacts 
alone significantly outweighs the costs, and with the additional benefit of reduced environmental 
impacts there is a clear net benefit.(10) Deposit-refund schemes in operation in other European 
countries and U.S. states have demonstrated significant reductions in littering.(11) 

 



 

Water fountains around beach areas would reduce the use of plastic water bottles and associated 
waste. Research at the UCLA campus in the USA showed that given a taste test the majority of 
respondents preferred tap water and the main obstacle to their use was insufficient knowledge of 
where water fountains were and misconceptions about the quality of tap water. Both of these 
obstacles can easily be overcome with public information campaigns.(12)

 
Some schools already supply each child with a refillable water bottle to reduce the use of plastic 
waste and to encourage pupils to drink water rather than fizzy drinks. This sort of scheme should be 
encouraged and rolled out nationwide to schools and universities. 
 
It is estimated that 2.5 billion takeaway cups are used and discarded every year, along with plastic 
lids and straws. Research and schemes implemented in other countries show that a financial 
incentive for consumers to switch to reusable containers is an effective way to encourage litter and 
waste prevention.(13) 

 
 
Sewage Related Debris - 5.4% of beach litter in 2014 

 
• Redesign of sanitary items, e.g. cotton bud sticks, tampons, wet wipes to exclude plastic. 
• Appropriate labelling of items such as wet wipes, cosmetic wipes, nappies and tampons as non 

flushable. 
• A nationwide educational campaign telling the public not to use the toilet as a wet bin. 
• Improved collection, treatment and disposal of waste water and maintenance of sewer systems, in 

order to reduce overflow frequency, including development of sustainable urban drainage 
systems (SUDS). Improved litter capture mechanisms for overflow sewers and improved 
inspection and enforcement of water treatment facilities.  

 
Sewage related debris (SRD) includes sanitary items, cotton bud sticks, wet wipes and nappies. It is 
not only an eyesore and potential health hazard on beaches but is responsible for blockages in our 
sewerage systems costing water companies millions of pounds per year. Some of this cost is 
inevitably passed on to the consumer. Anglian Water alone spent £7million clearing blockages, 50% 
of which were avoidable; items recovered included 17,520 wipes and 4,380 nappies.  
 
A survey in the UK revealed that 57% of the population had disposed of solid items down the toilet in 
the past year.(14)  Existing measures have failed to produce a downward trend with the incidence of 
wet wipes rising by 50% in 2014, whilst other sewage related items rose by 20%.  
 
 
Packaging Related Debris – More than 50% of plastic found in European Regional Seas 
 
• Eliminate non-biodegradable and non-recyclable packaging. 
• Strengthen eco-design and product sustainability standards, requiring manufacturers to minimise 

packaging, use recycled materials and design it for reuse and recycling. 
• Improve extended producer responsibility (EPR) schemes for packaging waste.  
• Improve waste collection and recycling.  
 
More than half of the plastic found in European regional seas is composed of plastic packaging.(15) 
Measures that target packaging would therefore be highly effective at reducing marine litter. 
Amendment of the Packaging Regulations so that packaging must be reusable or recoverable through 
material recycling or composting/biodegradation would provide a much stronger incentive for the 
design, use and recovery of recyclable or biodegradable packaging, with a phase-out of packaging 
designed for energy recovery through incineration (i.e. a phase out of non-biodegradable, non-
recyclable packaging not a phase out of incineration per se). Such measures could be taken in 

 



 

conjunction with proposals under the Ecodesign Directive (16) and EU circular economy package and 
must also be accompanied by measures to increase recovery and recycling rates.  
 
Improved EPR schemes would also incentivise reductions in packaging, particularly where costs are 
based on the packaging material, weight, and the recycling expense. In line with EPR principles, local 
authorities, manufacturers and retailers should work in partnership to improve improving waste 
collection systems and achieve ambitious recycling targets. 
 
 
Microplastics 
 
• Halt the use of microbeads as an ingredient in all personal care products (e.g. face scrubs & 

toothpastes) and household cleaners. 
• If voluntary action is ineffective at removal of microbeads from these products bring in legislation 

to ban them from being used in personal care and household cleaning products. 
• Support development of a filter to catch micro plastic particles from washing machines, potentially 

by providing innovation grants. Studies have shown that a single synthetic garment in a washing 
machine can produce >1900 fibers per wash.(17, 18) 

• Add  microbeads to the list of pollutants managed by discharge consents. 
• Widespread adoption of the plastic industries ‘Clean Sweep’ programme - a code of conduct for 

the safe handling, packaging and transportation of plastic pellets. 
 
Microplastics in the marine environment can carry two types of organic micropollutants. Firstly, the 
additives and their degraded products such as nonylphenols (an endocrine disruptor), and secondly 
pollutants adsorbed from seawater such as Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and 
Dichlorodiphenyldichloroethylenes (DDEs).(19) Birds, mammals, invertebrates and fish (including 
commercially fished species)  can ingest them,(20) ultimately these pollutants may then be passed up 
the food chain to human consumers. 
 
 
Shipping waste and lost/discarded fishing gear (commercial and recreational) – 40% of litter in 
the North Sea, with fishing gear accounting for 11.1% of beach litter in 2014 
 
• Better disposal /recycling facilities for fishing related waste, both commercial and recreational, at 

ports, harbours, marinas and popular fishing spots. These facilities would need to be lockable to 
prevent fly tipping and no-special-fee in order to incentivise disposal.  

• MCS runs a fishing litter scheme for recreational fishers which provides specifically designed litter 
bins for old lines and hooks. Similar schemes should be rolled out across the country. 

• Amendment of Port Waste Reception Directive to include a no special fee system throughout 
Europe. 

• The inclusion of all vessels in the Port Waste Reception Directive. 
• Harmonisation of the port waste delivery process to ensure (i) adequate and timely handling of 

waste; and (ii) port authority responsibility for managing and monitoring waste delivery, including 
tracking deliveries across ports and inspection and verification of vessel logs.(21) 

• Increased enforcement capacity and introduction of higher minimum penalties for illegal dumping 
of wastes as a deterrent to polluters.  

• A no blame reporting system for shipping and fisheries to report on the adequacy of port reception 
facilities. 

• Marking/tagging schemes for fishing gear to increase recovery. 
• Promotion of alternatives to expanded polystyrene (EPS) boxes for transport of bait/catch, for 

example reusable/recyclable polypropylene or fibre-based boxes. Establish deposit schemes for 
EPS boxes and recycling facilities at ports.(22) 

 



 

• Leasing of fishing gear as opposed to individual ownership and/or deposit schemes on fishing 
gear. 

• A no blame system for reporting lost fishing gear. 
• Provide guidance and training on best practice and best available technology for vessel waste 

management on board and on delivery to ports and harbours. 
• Implement compulsory industry training schemes in the shipping and fisheries sectors to raise 

awareness of waste prevention and management and the impacts of marine litter.  
• Work with IFCAs and other stakeholders to identify hotspots for fishing gear loss and high risk 

gear types, and apply mitigation measures such as spatial management to reduce gear conflicts, 
reduced soak times in high risk areas and for high risk gears and other technical measures to 
reduce gear loss and aid recovery. 

• Encourage participation in such schemes as the Responsible Fishing Scheme and Fishing for 
Litter schemes. 

 
Due to high intensity shipping and fisheries traffic in the North Sea, 40% of marine litter is estimated to 
originate from sea-based sources. 
 
Lost or abandoned fishing gear is one of the most hazardous forms of plastic litter for wildlife 
indiscriminately catching or entangling a wide range of birds, turtles, fish, crabs and marine mammals. 
It also poses a threat to other sea users through fouling of ship propellers and active fishing gear.  

 
Fishing debris washing up on beaches probably represents only a small proportion of that lost at sea. 
Despite this during MCS Beachwatch 2014, fishing related debris accounted for over 11% of total litter 
found on UK beaches.  
 
Deliberate dumping as well as accidental losses remain an issue and research has identified many 
gaps in the legislation and implementation that could be causing an incentive for vessels to dump 
their waste overboard, in particular the confusion and lack of consistency in waste delivery systems in 
ports, and the high fees charged.(23)  

 

Existing legislation and voluntary codes are not adequately preventing such sources and improved 
implementation and enforcement as well as additional measures are therefore required to achieve a 
downward trend and ultimately eliminate these sources of marine litter.  
 
 
Fast food items/products - 4 % of beach litter in 2014 

 
• Replacement of plastic/polystyrene containers at fast food outlets/cafes/street vendors/festivals 

with easily recyclable or reusable items. 
• Bans on polystyrene food containers and/or all single use fast food wrappers. 
• Requirement for fast food outlets to supply and regularly empty windproof bins.  

 
Polystyrene is a particularly invidious form of pollution in that it very easily breaks into thousands of 
small pieces adding to the microplastic load. Polystyrene pieces made up 4.6% of litter during 
Beachwatch 2014 with 114 pieces/km. 

 
Successful bans on polystyrene food containers have been implemented in over 100 towns and cities 
in the USA including New York, Seattle and San Francisco.(24) Seattle has had a ban on polystyrene 
foam single-use packaging since January 2009. In 2008, the city recorded 516 tons of expanded 
polystyrene used for food packaging. By 2012, that had dropped to 174 tons. The reason the figure 
wasn’t zero is because the city cannot regulate packaged foods imported from outside of the city, 
such as those used for meat trays in supermarkets.(25) The Welsh Government is currently considering 
introducing this ban. 
 

 



 

 
Balloons and sky lanterns - 0.6% of beach litter in 2014 
 
• A ban on the intentional outdoor release of balloons and chinese/sky lanterns and amendment 

of the EPA so that balloons and sky lantern releases are considered a form of littering. 
• Encourage councils to bring in a ban for such releases on their land until the EPA is amended 
 
Balloons and sky lanterns cause harm to wildlife through entanglement in string and ribbon and the 
ingestion of deflated and fragmented balloons. Livestock are being killed from eating degraded sky 
lanterns which are accidentally picked up by harvest machinery and put into winter feed. Lanterns 
also pose a fire risk to crops and thatched roof properties and are causing a number of false alarm 
call outs on the coast as people mistake them for distress flares. 
 
MCS has for many years highlighted the effects of balloon releases on the environment and wildlife 
through the ‘Up, Up and Away’ factsheet, launched in 1998 with the Royal Society for the Protection 
of Animals (RSPCA), Tidy Britain Group (TBG now known as Keep Britain Tidy) and the National 
Farmers’ Union (NFU); this was subsequently rebranded as the ‘Don’t Let Go’ campaign in 2006. We 
now have over 30 councils who have brought in a voluntary ban on council owned land. (26)

 
 

Question 4: Are there any measures proposed that you think are not justified or that will not 
contribute towards the achievement or maintenance of GES or the environmental targets set out in 
the Marine Strategy Part One?  
 
While in principle we welcome the planned carrier bag charge for England in its current form it will be 
much less effective than those of Wales and Scotland as it exempts Small & Medium Enterprises 
(SMEs) and paper bags. This will cause confusion for retailers and consumers alike and goes directly 
against the request of small businesses that they also be included in the charging scheme as in 
Wales and Scotland. 
 
The proposed English levy is anticipated to achieve only a 50-60% reduction as opposed to the more 
than 70% reduction achieved through the comprehensive charging schemes in the devolved 
administrations. Already we have seen some retailers (Tescos and Lidl) begin to trial paper bags 
instead.  
 
From a marine point of view many of the shops along a sea front will fall into the SME category and 
be exempt, therefore the charge may not reduce the quantities of plastic bags on English beaches. 
The legislation should be amended to bring it in line with those in Wales and Scotland. 
 
As there is no indication as to which measures from the OSPAR RAP the UK intends to implement, it 
is difficult to judge how effective or ineffective these will be. We need a much stronger response from 
the UK detailing implementation strategies, partners and timelines. 
 
Question 5: Do you agree with the justifications provided for the use of exceptions under Article 14? 
 
We understand the reasons for the list of exemptions. However we consider that the costs to 
industry/government for implementing certain schemes are often overstated, while the benefits are not 
calculated and as such these costs should not be used as an excuse for inaction. Certain schemes 
may initially be expensive to set up but the overall benefit through cleaner environments, improved 
recycling, reduction in the use of non renewable resources, reduction in costs of beach and street 
cleaning, reduction in damage and lost catches to the fishing and shipping industries and reduction in 
harm to marine wildlife must be considered.  
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