
information about marine waste

kilometers. Recent studies suggest that if rubbish continues to enter the ocean at the rate it has been, then 
by the year 2050 there will be more pieces of plastic in the ocean than there are fish.

The most common types of marine waste are:

Some types of waste biodegrade fairly quickly, while others can take many many years, and some - like 
plastic - never really break down, instead just breaking into smaller and smaller pieces known as micro 
plastics. In fact, plastic is by far the most problematic type of waste found in our oceans.

Some more facts about plastic waste:

• Packaging accounts for over 40% of total plastic usage.
• Approximately 500 billion plastic bags are used worldwide each year, with more than one million 

bags used every minute.
• Your average plastic bag has a typical “working life” of just 15 minutes.
• Only 1% of plastic bags are recycled worldwide.
• Over the last ten years we have produced more plastic than during the whole of the last century.
• 14% of all litter comes from drink containers. When caps and labels are considered, the number is 

higher.
• The polyester fabric shirt you bought will not decompose for 20 to 200 years.
• Each year marine waste kills at least 100,000 marine animals and 1 million seabirds. Some animals 

get tangled in waste materials, such as nets or fishing line, while others mistake pieces of plastic for 
food, causing illness and malnutrition if no appropriate food is ingested.
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Our seas are full of waste. Over 6 million tonnes of  
rubbish makes its way into the world’s oceans each year, 
and scientists have concluded that 60-80% of marine  
debris is initially discarded on land. The main component 
of this litter is usually plastic. Wind blows plastic rubbish 
out of littered streets and landfills, and from trucks and 
trains on their way to landfills. It gets into rivers, streams 
and storm drains and then gets carried by tides and  
currents out to sea. Litter dropped by people at the beach 
is also a major source.

In the Pacific Ocean, the Great Pacific Garbage Patch is  
estimated to be more than 1 million square kilometers, 
with the periphery spanning a further 3.5 million square 

Plastic bottles - Plastic bags - Fishing nets - Fishing gear 
Food packaging - Rubber gloves - Cigarette butts - Buckets

Packing material - Rope - Light bulbs



information about marine waste
The following list shows the break down rates for a range of common waste materials:

sources:
• Department of the Envrionment and Energy, Marine Debris - http://www.environment.gov.au/ma-

rine/marine-pollution/marine-debris
• Tangaroa Blue Foundation, Marine debris - how long until it’s gone? - http://www.tangaroablue.org/

resources/fact-sheets/category/29-marine-debris-fact-sheets.html?download=64:marine-debris-
how-long-till-it-s-gone 
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banana - 3 to 4 weeks
paper bag - 1 month
newspaper - 6 weeks

milk carton - 3 months
sock - 1 year

cotton rope - 14 months
plywood - 3 years

cigarette butt - 1 to 5 years
plastic bag - 20 years

styrofoam cup - 60 years
leather boot - 40 to 50 years
plastic milk bottle - 100 years
tin can - 200 to 500 years
plastic bottle - 400 years

plastic rings from six pack - 450 years
disposable nappy - 475 years

fishing line - 600 years
glass bottles - unknown
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