
Earth Council Geneva joins forces with Marine Conservation Alliance 
Foundation for Marine Debris Program in Alaska 
 
Our oceans were once considered endless and unfathomable, deep repositories of both 
fascinating mysteries and unknown creatures.  They were also considered wide and deep 
enough to absorb any abuse humanity could inflict upon them.  Just as the world’s 
atmosphere was thought to be unalterable, we now realize that each of these realms – our 
oceans and our atmosphere, is, ultimately, more fragile and vulnerable than we ever 
thought.   
 
Marine debris has been defined as cast-off or lost nets and fishing gear, plastic garbage, 
industrial waste, common refuse… basically any garbage that ends up in the marine 
environment or on beaches.  We’re all responsible, both boaters and those who remain on 
land.  It has been estimated that four fifths of the existing marine debris originates from 
land-based sources, washing out to sea from storms that over-tax sewage and drainage 
systems. The United States National Academy of Sciences has estimated that ocean-
based sources, such as cargo ships and cruise liners, dump billions of pounds of garbage 
into the ocean each year. In 1988, 65 countries recognized the importance of this issue 
and signed MARPOL Annex V, the international protocol that regulates ocean dumping, 
making it illegal to dump plastic into the ocean.  
 
Laws like MARPOL have reduced the amount of trash on our beaches and in our oceans. 
Even so, plastic pollution remains a major problem. A recent study found an average of 
334,271 pieces of plastic per square mile in the North Pacific Central Gyre, which serves 
as a natural eddy system to concentrate material. And debris in the marine environment 
means hazards for animals and humans. Plastic marine debris affects at least 267 species 
worldwide, including 86 percent of all sea turtle species, 44 percent of all sea bird 
species, and 43 percent of marine mammal species.  It is estimated that entanglement in, 
and ingestion of, marine debris causes the deaths of 1 million birds and over 100,000 
marine mammals annually.   
 
Balloons and plastic bags are particularly dangerous, as turtles and marine mammals 
mistake the debris for their natural food items.  Thousands of turtles die from ingesting 
balloons, and one male sperm whale was determined to have died of starvation when a 
party balloon, the ribbon still attached, was found blocking its intestinal tract.  Birds 
confuse styrofoam with food, and as it is indigestible, it fills their stomachs and causes a 
slow death by starvation. 
 
Marine debris is a global issue… and the continuity of the worlds’ oceans (just like that 
of her atmosphere) shows clearly that what is done in one part of the world invariably 
affects the rest of the planet.  The debris washing up onshore oftentimes comes from 
thousands of miles away, emphasizing the salient point that we are, ultimately, one planet 
and one people.  As we become more educated and involved, this will surely become a 
guiding principal, and one by which we should all be held accountable. 
 



In light of this, Earth Council Geneva has decided to make marine debris one of its focal 
points.  In a remote and near-pristine environment… the wild beaches of Shelikof Strait 
off the south central coast of Alaska… Earth Council Geneva has initiated and funded a 
clean-up effort.  ECG has joined forces with the Alaska-based Marine Conservation 
Alliance Foundation in their efforts to remove debris from Alaskan beaches. 
 
The crew of the vessel Bella Flora has begun to clean the beaches of derelict trawl and 
high-seas gillnets, nets that can continue to kill animals at sea and on land.  Plastic 
garbage, discarded buoys, line and styrofoam are also being collected during this effort.  
The debris is hauled into port, disposed of properly, and recycled whenever possible. 
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For a closer look, search the worldwide web for Kukak Bay, Shelikof Strait, Alaska.  We 
have been working on the beaches from Aguligik Island eastward to Cape Ugyak. 
 
This area supports a major fishing industry.  Salmon and halibut, cod, crab and pollock 
are bountiful in these waters.  In addition, the beaches host perhaps the greatest 
concentration of brown bears in the world.  The bruins come in from the surrounding 
mountains to graze on the sedge grasses, as well as feed upon the salmon returning to 
their natal streams.  Other marine mammals prevalent here are harbor seals, sea otters, 
humpback, grey, mink and killer whales.     
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This clean-up will be a continuing project, with additional effort planned for next 
summer.  The calmer but brief summer season allows for the possibility of beach work, 
while the storms of the spring, fall and winter preclude effective activity.  


