Littered Communities Lead to Littered Waterways       [image: image1.emf]
Litter is both unsightly and dangerous.  Litter threatens the natural environment and wildlife, lowers property values, disrupts municipal drainage, threatens human health, and disturbs aesthetics.  Aside from its negative impact in individual communities, litter also causes damage when it finds its way into waterways and journeys further downstream.  Litter enters waterways and the marine environment as nonpoint source pollution originating from land sources.  In fact, Ocean Conservancy reported that in 2006 land-based activities accounted for 50 percent of debris collected from New Jersey's shoreline during the International Coastal Cleanup, while debris originating offshore from ocean and waterway based activities accounted for only 4 percent
.   Rainwater, also known as stormwater runoff, and snowmelt, wash litter from streets, sidewalks, parking lots, lawns, parks, and other littered surfaces into storm drains.  After entering storm drains, the contaminated stormwater runoff flows into ponds, lakes, streams, rivers, the ocean, and washes onto New Jersey beaches.

Many urban areas with older infrastructure have Combined Sewer Systems, which use a single pipe to collect and manage both sanitary sewage from households and businesses, and stormwater runoff.  During dry weather, sewage treatment facilities sanitize all wastewater in combined sewer systems.  However, when precipitation events yielding between 0.1 to 0.25 inches of water, or increasing stormwater runoff quantities to twice the average dry weather combined sewer wastewater quantity, sewage treatment facilities exceed capacity, and the combined untreated stormwater and sewage is redirected into waterways through large outlets called Combined Sewer Overflows (CSOs)
.  During CSOs, untreated sewage and all the debris washed from streets, parking lots, sidewalks, parks, and lawns is discharged untreated into waterways, including the Raritan Bay, the New York Bay, and the Newark Bay
.

New Jersey's waterways and coastal areas provide valuable and unique goods and services to the State, including commodities, such as billion dollar commercial and recreational fisheries, and a high level of eco-services
.  The New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) determined that freshwater wetlands and marine ecosystems are valued at $538 billion for their natural goods and natural services
.  Degrading these natural environments negatively affects the state and local economies, citizens' wellbeing, and the health of New Jersey's wildlife.  Litter in New Jersey's coastal areas, also known as floatable debris, can lead to beach closures and adversely impact recreational and commercial boating.  In 1987, floatable wash-ups were responsible for closing 25 miles of New Jersey beaches in May and 50 miles of New Jersey beaches in August.  The State University of New York Waste Management Institute estimated the economic loss of these beach closures was between $900 million and $4 billion in New Jersey from 1987 to 1988
. 

Litter in waterways and the marine environment is not only costly, unsightly and unsafe for municipalities, boaters, fishers, beach-goers, surfers, and other waterway users.  It is often injurious or lethal to marine wildlife, which rely on waterways and coastal zones for habitats and vital resources.  Litter threatens marine life through entanglement, ingestion, and suffocation.  When marine animals ingest plastic debris, it is often a deadly case of mistaken identity.  Debris in the marine environment commonly looks like baitfish, jellyfish, and other prey, but these plastic pieces cannot breakdown in animals' digestive systems and can lead to starvation or suffocation. By wrapping around marine animals, debris can entangle animals and hamper mobility, cause lethal cuts, and even drowning.  In 2006, International Coastal Cleanup volunteers found over 1,000 animals entangled in debris worldwide
.  Further, litter in the marine environment can destroy habitats and disrupt biological production in waterways and coastal zones.

Moreover, litter is persistent in the marine environment.  For instance, a plastic six-pack holder lasts roughly 400 years
.  Plastics are particularly dangerous in the marine environment due to the great length of time it takes them to biodegrade in the marine environment.   Based on Clean Ocean Action's comprehensive data of the litter collected at the 2006 Beach Sweeps, plastics are the most common items littering New Jersey's coastal environment
.  Nearly all of the top twelve most frequently found items from Clean Ocean Action's 2006 Beach Sweeps were disposable plastic food and beverage containers, wrappers, bags, and utensils
.

In order to stop the damage caused by litter entering New Jersey's valuable waterways and marine environment, New Jersey must prevent litter at its source -- individuals and businesses, through education and entanglement.  Enforcing existing municipal litter laws is the key to preventing litter and keeping it out of waterways and the ocean.

For more information about Clean Ocean Action’s Beach Sweeps, visit their website at: www.cleanoceanaction.org
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