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About this Plan
This document provides a contextual background to the issues 
surrounding marine debris on the Cape York Peninsula and Torres Strait 
Islands, Far North Queensland. Evidence is provided by the Australian 
Marine Debris Initiative on the distribution, extent and composition of 
debris from quantitative surveys across the region.

A source reduction plan concept is introduced to highlight the need for 
an integrated approach to mitigation (prevention) and management 
(recovery) strategies, including capacity building, industry support and 
financial investment for long-term solutions and planning.

This management plan has been written to provide accessible 
information useful to the whole of Cape York / Torres Straits - individuals, 
communities and all levels of government, and makes reference to a 
number of ‘on country’ initiatives that are already successfully dealing 
with marine debris across the region.

Key objectives of this management plan:

a. Provide background to the issue of marine debris

b. Assist in developing  strategies to reduce and mitigate marine debris 

c. Identify processes to manage current and future levels of marine debris

d. Investigate ways to best allocate future funding and build capacity
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Mapoon Land & Sea 
Rangers get a helping 

hand from Conservation 
Volunteers Australia for 

a local clean-up event. 
Photo: J. Goldberg/
GhostNets Australia

About Tangaroa Blue Foundation
Tangaroa Blue Foundation is an Australian registered charity focused 
on restoring the health of our marine environments. The organisation 
coordinates the Australian Marine Debris Initiative (AMDI)- an on-ground 
network of volunteers, communities, institutions and agencies monitoring 
the impacts of marine debris along the Australian coastline.

Since the program started in 2004, more than 2 million pieces of marine 
debris have been removed from the Australian coastline, with data 
collated and entered into the AMDI Database- an online resource that 
can be used to identify the impact of marine debris in different areas and 
can assist tracking back to their source.  

The Tangaroa Blue Foundation provides practical support to communities, 
organisations, Land and Sea Ranger groups, agencies and schools with 
training and educational resources, as well as clean-up materials and 
logistical assistance. Over the last 8 years it has contributed significantly to 
the management and on-ground recovery of marine debris across many 
parts of Australia, especially Far North Queensland.

Visit www.tangaroablue.org for more information
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Marine debris 
washing up on 

Cape York comes 
from many different 

sources.

Background

What is marine debris?
Marine debris is the human-created waste found in our oceans and 
coastal environments. It can be discards lost at sea (ocean-based) or 
rubbish from terrestrial activities (land-based) that end up in waterways 
and littoral ecosystems. Some of the most common types of marine debris 
are typical everyday items such as plastic drink containers, glass bottles, 
aluminium cans and other household goods (e.g. cigarette butts, toiletries 
and straws) as well as industrial items that include insulation foam, 
buckets, crates, packaging, plastic resin pellets, packing materials, rope, 
and all types of commercial and recreational fishing gear.
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Plastic can look exactly 
like food for seabirds 

and marine life.

Claire Fackler, NOAA 
National Marine 

Sanctuaries/Marine 
Photobank

Why is it an issue?

Marine debris is a type of pollution that is detrimental to natural 
ecosystems and is classified as one of the five major threatening 
processes to the global marine environment (Threat Abatement Plan for 

the Impacts of Marine Debris on Vertebrate Life 2008). There are a number 
of ways marine debris has harmful impacts on biodiversity, functional 
marine ecosystems and the people reliant on them: 

1. Ingestion: Many animal species can consume rubbish, especially items 
such as plastic bags or bag fragments, plastic resin pellets, balloons 
and food packaging, thinking they are food or prey items. This rubbish 
is unable to be digested by animals and can cause blockages and 
perforations, internal ulcerations, reduced ability to absorb nutrients, 
and death is often an unavoidable consequence. Turtles, seabirds, fish 
and cetaceans (whales and dolphins) are the most common victims 
of marine debris ingestion.

2. Entanglement: Large fishing nets lost or discarded by boats, often 
referred to as ‘ghost nets’ can spend long periods floating in the 
surface waters where animals can become trapped and eventually 
drown. Other smaller rubbish items such as monofilament (fishing 
line), rope, strapping bands and plastic bags can become ensnared 
around an animal (especially necks and limbs) restricting their ability to 
feed and grow, and often leads to death by strangulation, infection, 
smothering or starving. Many sea creatures are affected by this 
threat including sea- and shorebirds, turtles, dugong, crocodiles, fish, 
cetaceans and sharks. 



5w w w . t a n g a ro a b l u e . o r g

Photo GhostNets 
Australia

3. Habitat loss: Some coastal regions have such extensive aggregations 
of marine debris that large areas of shoreline are becoming buried 
beneath a layer of waste. This can adversely affect animals that rely 
on such areas for foraging, breeding and nesting activities such as sea 
turtles and shorebirds.

4. Marine debris is becoming so concentrated in some parts of the 
ocean that the accumulated waste is forming a literal ‘plastic soup’. 
The Great Pacific Garbage Patch, created by converging ocean 
currents of the North Pacific, is an example of such a phenomenon. 
In these areas the weathering and breakdown of large items form 
smaller ‘microplastic’ pieces. These suspended particles can then be 
ingested (e.g. by fish) or absorbed (e.g. by plankton) thus becoming 
part of the marine food chain.  ‘Microplastic’ pieces often carry toxic 
chemicals that have been shown to adversely affect the health (e.g. 
compromised immunity and fertility) of a range of marine animals, 
especially those at the top of the food web (e.g. large fish, sharks and 
humans).

5. There are many social, economic and aesthetic effects that are 
not well understood and are difficult to measure. For example, dirty 
beaches can negatively impact tourism or become health risks; ‘ghost 
nets’ can reduce the viability of some commercial fisheries; and debris 
can assist the spread of invasive marine pests (e.g. plants and animals 
attached or contained within foreign waste discarded or lost from 
ships).
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Ocean currents bring a 
lot of debris from SE Asia 
which is washed ashore 

on Northern Australia 
beaches.

Marine Debris on Cape York Peninsula and 
Torres Strait Islands, Far North Queensland

What do we know about marine debris on Cape York and 
the Torres Strait Islands?
Marine debris is a common concern around the world, and is especially 
problematic in areas and along coastlines where ocean currents meet 
and converge. Ocean currents can be complex and are dictated by 
a range of factors such as seasonal (monsoon and trade) winds and 
tidal patterns. The prevailing currents and conditions of the Coral Sea, 
Torres Strait and Gulf of Carpentaria means Far North Queensland and 
the Cape York Peninsula is a recognised marine debris ‘hot spot’. There 
are many areas within this region where large quantities of marine debris 
accumulate and are washed ashore.

This concentration poses serious threats to the long-term economic, social 
and environmental welfare of Cape York and the Torres Strait Islands, 
and requires immediate action. To date, management of marine debris 
has involved a collaborative approach by dedicated environmental 

7
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 Up to 90% of marine 
debris recorded is sea-

based waste.

organisations (e.g. Tangaroa Blue, GhostNets Australia), community 
groups, volunteers, traditional owners (e.g. Land and Sea Ranger Groups), 
and school groups conducting recovery operations, beach clean-ups, 
surveys and workshops, often assisted by QPWS Rangers. For the past 8 
years waste has been collected, identified, recorded and recovered 
before being logged with the Australian Marine Debris Initiative (AMDI) 
database. This information has been used to identify the types and 
amounts of marine debris impacting the region. 

How much marine debris is on Cape York and the Torres 
Strait Islands?
While it is difficult to estimate the total amount, accumulation rates and 
replenishing frequency of marine debris, there is a good understanding 
of the origin, volume and composition of waste on Cape York and the 
Torres Strait Islands. This information has been gained from regular surveys 
and collections at over 40 individual sites around the peninsula.  In some 
remote areas the vast majority of marine debris recorded is sea-based 
waste (up to 90%), arriving onto the coastline from the ocean rather than 
from local sources (e.g. campsites or tips), and a large proportion of 
this rubbish originated from foreign areas. Many marine debris items are 
easily identified from appearance, labels and trade stamps, and much 
of the waste found on Cape York and surrounding islands has travelled 
from countries close-by such as Papua New Guinea, Indonesia and other 
parts of south-east Asia. In areas closer to towns the amount of sea-based 
waste is lower (usually around 60-70%) with a higher proportion coming 
from land-based rubbish (litter). In total the AMDI data indicates that 
quantities of marine debris can be as high as 3 tonnes (3000 kg) of waste 
per kilometre in some remote locations, but is typically around 65kg/km 
when averaged across the entire Cape York.

What type of marine debris is on Cape York and the Torres 
Strait Islands?
The composition of marine debris found on Cape York and Torres Strait 
Islands depends on a range of factors- some items are more durable than 
others, some float, some sink, some are easily buried and all degrade at 
varying rates due to individual physical and chemical characteristics. 
Their location also depends on weather patterns and proximities to the 
point of origin or source areas- be it another country, a nearby town, or 
a passing boat. This makes it difficult to accurately predict the overall 
make-up of marine debris on the Cape, however, it is likely that only a 
small fraction of the total waste in the environment is washed ashore- 
this reflects the enormous amount of marine debris that remains in the 
oceans. 
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Plastic resin pellets 
are the raw form of 

plastic, and used to 
manufacture other 

plastic items. They are 
found washed up 

on many Cape York 
and Torres Strait Island 

beaches.

Conventional hard plastics are the most commonly found marine debris 
in the region, and are usually fragments of larger items, drink bottles, 
liquid containers or drums, fishing crates, traps, floats, and bottle caps. 
These items are highly durable and do not biodegrade making them a 
persistent threat. Foam and insulation is another common debris item 
and are typically the remains of polystyrene packaging, but can also 
come from such things as weather balloon targets and take-away food 
containers. Plastic bags and packaging are often found as disintegrating 
fragments – these are an immediate threat to animals that mistake them 
for food such as jellyfish or squid. 

Glass bottles and aluminium cans readily sink in water, and although 
often found during clean-ups their overall contribution is probably 
underestimated on Cape York. These items are most common around 
townships and campgrounds where they have not been put in bins, 
recycled or taken home.

One unusual debris item commonly found on Cape York is plastic resin 
pellets, commonly known as ‘nurdles’. These are pre-production plastic 
and used in the manufacturing process of larger products. Due to their 
small size they are difficult to contain during transportation and often 
make their way into the environment where they are mistaken as food. 
Nurdles can accumulate persistent organic pollutants (toxins)- making 
them a particularly potent threat to marine- ecosystems, species and 
food chains. 
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How do we use this information?
The Australian Marine Debris Initiative database provides a range of 
information for the mitigation (prevention) and management (removal 
and recovery) of marine debris- for example, we know exactly what 
items were found at specific locations, how much waste was collected 
in certain areas, the most common and unusual types of regional waste, 
which items pose the greatest threats to the Cape York Peninsula and 
Torres Strait Islands and most importantly, clues as to where the debris 
is coming from. This knowledge is used to inform and guide adaptive 
management strategies and threat abatement plans, as well as 
provide quantitative evidence to lobby for shifts in resource recovery, 
manufacturing practices and government policy.

Breakdown of marine debris found across 
Cape York and the Torres Strait Islands using 
data from the AMDI

Hard Plastics 51%

Fishing Gear 4%

Glass & Ceramics 6%

Metal 2%

Rubber 4%

Soft Plastics 8%

Cigarette Butts 3%

Aluminium Cans 3%

Foam Items 12%

Other 7%



11w w w . t a n g a ro a b l u e . o r g

Key Objectives of the Australian Marine 
Debris Initiative

1. Remove and recover marine debris from the environment

2. Collect scientific data on the types of marine debris found

3. Track waste to its source wherever possible

4. Work with partners and key stakeholders to understand why items 
 found on the beach end up being lost in the marine environment

5. Find ways to stop those items from ending up in the marine 
 environment

6. Create community awareness on marine debris

7. Provide ways that communities can reuse, recycle, reduce- 
 especially how it relates to waste and marine debris

Schematic diagram for strategy and 
adaptive feedback- showing how 
information and data is used by the AMDI

If litter has a value it becomes a resource and not waste

Analysis

Management 
and Source 
Reduction 

Plans

Actions  and 
Strategies

Healthy Clean 
Communities 

and 
Environment 

Beach 
clean-ups / 

Surveys

Data 
logging
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Management of marine debris on Cape 
York Peninsula and the Torres Strait Islands
Presented below are a number of strategies and plans that can be 
adopted to manage marine debris on Cape York and the Torres 
Strait Islands. These provide ways in which individuals, communities, 
organisations and governing bodies can take steps to prevent and 
recover marine debris in remote locations and in areas where limited 
infrastructure and capacity present logistical constraints. They highlight 
the need for an integrated approach where multiple strategies may be 
required to fully address the issue. Some suggestions may be applicable 
in certain areas, while others might not be relevant- it is hoped that these 
can be used as a guide. A number of case studies have been used as 
practical examples of how these strategies can be applied, and tabled 
at the end of this document is a list of resources (e.g. websites, templates) 
that are referenced here and can provide further relevant information 
and practical assistance.

In summary, the two fundamental undertakings required to manage 
marine debris are-

1. To develop strategies that stop, prevent and mitigate waste 
 entering the marine environment

2. To develop strategies to reduce and recover the waste already 
 present in the marine environment

12



Ways to stop, prevent and mitigate marine 
debris on the Cape York Peninsula and 
Torres Strait Islands
Below are current and suggested strategies that restrict and directly 
prevent waste from entering the natural environment on Cape York and 
the Torres Strait Islands:

1). Promotion and implementation of individual and community 
 actions known to reduce marine debris. Such as, 

1.1) introduction of community-based programs that are easily 
adopted by individuals, families and groups. For example, 
putting signs in shops and schools that provide information on: 
the harmful effects of waste in the environment; ways individuals 
can reduce their own waste at home and; what to do with your 
rubbish when out camping. Initiatives such as community ‘party 
packs’ are another way of making an immediate difference.

1.2) development of Source Reduction Plans (see text box below 
and template guidelines at the end of this plan).

1.3) using the Australian Marine Debris Initiative database- where 
information can be stored and utilised to develop guidelines 
and protocols for developing pragmatic programs with local 
businesses, organisations and other groups. AMDI summary 
reports provide information that can also be used to track 
changes and success over time.

Every little bit counts: Some individual actions that help reduce waste

 Always put rubbish in bins

 Make sure household rubbish bins are securely fastened with a lid 

 Try to avoid buying or using disposable items like plastic bags

 Ask your local shop for an alternative to plastic bags (e.g. paper bags)

 Don’t leave litter behind at the beach, boat ramps, fishing spots or camp sites

 Recycle whenever possible

 Ask your local council for plastic, glass and aluminium disposal/recycling facilities and 
bins at popular spots (e.g. road-side rest areas and campsites)

13w w w . t a n g a ro a b l u e . o r g
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2). Development and promotion of educational programs that 
recognise and raise awareness of marine debris and waste 
management. For example, 

2.1) school programs that directly engage students (e.g. Tangaroa 
Blue Education Kit for primary and secondary students that can 
be used as part of the education syllabus). 

2.2) current programs such as the GBRMPA Reef Guardians Schools; 
offering educational resources and guidelines for teachers and 
students. Schools can sign-up to be a part of the program. There 
are also Reef Guardian Councils, Fishers, Farmers and Grazier 
programs.

2.3) other initiatives through the State Department of Education 
and other organisations (e.g. Keep Australia Beautiful Cleaner 
Greener Schools Program).

2.4) workshops, conferences and field days involving local NRMs 
and CMAs (e.g. Cape York Local Marine Advisory Committee 
(LMAC), Cape York Natural Resource Management that 
promote environmental awareness in communities. These 
agencies often have funding opportunities where communities 
could seek financial assistance for programs such as beach 
clean-ups and infrastructure (e.g. bins and signage) in areas 
such as boat ramps and campgrounds.

Community Party Packs

What is it -

If each council, town or community has one or two shared ‘party 
packs’ that included-

A cooler, re-usable plates, cutlery, cups, strong re-usable garbage 
bags and, a storage container large enough to carry all of these 
items, then these packs would provide a way to reduce the need 
for plastic disposable party or camping items. Each pack would 
have enough to cater for ten people. 

How it works -

A cash deposit is placed at the council and then refunded when 
the pack is returned cleaned and intact. 

Simple ideas to assist communities reduce waste
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Source Reduction Plans (SRP) 
A Source Reduction Plan (SRP) aims to develop systems that prevent 
and reduce the amount of waste making its way into our waterways. 
It also provides recommendations on how to best manage the debris 
already present in the marine environment. Source Reduction Plans 
can be simple strategies performed by individuals and local community 
groups, basic initiatives by shire councils or, complex legislation by State 
and Federal governments as well as international treaties. The AMDI 
database shows that a large proportion of marine debris found on Cape 
York and Torres Strait Islands, although land-based, originated from areas 
elsewhere (>90% in some locations). This means that any SRP for Cape 
York and Torres Strait needs to consider and adopt strategies at all these 
levels- international, national, state, local and community. A Tangaroa 
Blue Foundation template is provided at the end of this document with 
all the information and steps required to complete and implement a 
SRP- it is also free and available at the website www.tangaroablue.org 

Steps to create a Source Reduction Plan

What area (e.g. beach, town)?

What item (e.g. plastic bags, drink containers)?

Where is it coming from (e.g. boats, tip, shops)?

How will preventing this item help (e.g. provide habitat for turtles)?

What needs to be done to prevent it from ending up in the ocean?

What help is needed?

How to measure the results? (e.g. did your plan work?)
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3.1) Local waste management systems in councils, towns and 
communities that reduce landfill, have contained rubbish 
sites, promote recycling programs and provide adequate 
infrastructure to households and garbage facilities in areas such 
as campgrounds, boat ramps and known ‘party sites’. This would 
include appropriate signage around towns and campgrounds 
that remind people to not leave waste behind and the harmful 
effects of waste in the marine environment, as well as secure 
rubbish bins and regular waste collections.

3.2) promotion of plastic bag-free initiatives in towns and 
communities by providing retailers with viable alternatives (e.g. 
paper bags/boxes).

3.3) introduction of a local, state or national plastic, glass and 
aluminium container ‘buy-back’ program and Container Deposit 
Schemes (CDS). This is an initiative that needs to be adopted at 
a national level, but communities can start their own recycling 
and buy-back program with companies such as SIMS Metal 
Management (Cairns) that will purchase bulk aluminium cans, 
as well as other items (e.g. car batteries, whitegoods, and 
scrap metal); and Transpacific Waste Solutions (Cairns) that can 
provide recycling infrastructure (e.g. bins). The more we recycle 
the less chance of it ending up in the marine environment. 

3.4) integrated coastal zone management practices through local 
government coordination and community involvement such 
as the Cape York Local Marine Advisory Committee (LMAC), 
and other Natural Resource Management (NRM) bodies 
(e.g. Cape York Natural Resource Management, Cape York 
Landcare). For example, developing a better understanding 
of the link between catchments and waterways, especially 
improvements in stormwater infrastructure and management 
in towns and communities during the wet season. This might 
include community meetings and information sessions, as well as 
practical solutions (e.g. installation of stormwater guards).

3.5) support of responsible enterprises, such as the Australian 
Packaging Covenant- a co-operative of over 900 organisations 
from business, industry and government, aimed at supply 
chain adherence to sustainable design, use and recovery of 
packaging. Local shops should be aware of this initiative.

3). Development and promotion of targeted programs and 
strategies by local, state and national governments.

              For example,
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3.6)  promote best practice for commercial shipping (i.e. fisheries, 
transport, tourism) including the use of biodegradable materials 
for on-board packaging and equipment, the compulsory 
reporting of all gear loss, and the provision of wharf-side rubbish 
collection facilities at boat ramps, ports and harbours.

3.7) programs that rescue and rehabilitate wildlife affected by 
marine debris (e.g. Cairns Turtle Rehabilitation Centre and Far 
North Queensland Wildlife Rescue). These are organisations that 
save many marine animals every year- often from entanglement 
and ingestion of marine debris. They are run by volunteers and 
are always looking for people to support their valuable work.

4.1) the Threat Abatement Plan for the Impacts of Marine Debris 
on Vertebrate Life 2008; the National Plan of Action for the 
Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-based Activities 
2006 (NPA) and; the Protection of the Sea Act 1983. 

4.2)  the Queensland Government Waste Reduction and Recycling 
Act 2011. 

4.3) the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority (GBRMPA) and its 
surveillance of coastal waters, with the ability to issue fines for 
littering and prosecution of unlawful waste discharge under the 
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 1975. 

4.4) industry best practice for commercial shipping and fisheries, 
including the full compliance of all appropriate protocol (e.g. 
International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from 
Ships- MARPOL 1996). This has been recently updated, and they 
have great resources on how community members and rangers 
can report breaches of this act, to who and what information 
they need to collect.

4). Continued compliance and enforcement of all international, 
national and state conventions for the regulation and reduction 
of deliberate dumping and littering within the environment, 
both on land and at sea. These are Plans and Acts that are 
enforceable by law, and can be viewed online (see Resource 
section of this plan). For example, to promote 
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Students, teachers and 
Land & Sea Rangers 

combine to create 
awareness of threats to 
the saltwater country in 

Mapoon.

Mitigation and Prevention Case Studies

Cook Shire Council
Over the past 10 years Cook Shire Council has been running a number 
of local innovations for waste management. This includes large scale 
projects on confining and fencing landfill sites to prevent the spread 
of waste by feral animals; using collected waste materials such as 
glass bottles in capital road works; and online community education 
programs through their website- the green corner (www.cook.qld.gov.au/
environment). 

GBRMPA Reef Guardian Programs- Schools
This program is a community-based approach designed to educate and 
protect the coastal environment and its catchments.  Started in 2003 the 
Reef Guardian Schools Program now involves 293 schools, more than 
114,900 students and 7,280 teachers across Queensland that create 
awareness and understanding of the Great Barrier Reef- especially threats 
like marine debris. 
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The collective designs 
from the school students 

were collaborated to 
create the logo

Laura State School
In 2012 the students from Laura began a recycling program by collecting 
aluminium drink cans. These cans are collected and taken to be recycled 
in Cairns, the proceeds being donated to the Royal Flying Doctor Service. 
The school plans to continue the program, and the students recently 
designed the following recycling logo. 

Eco Barge Clean Seas
Although based at Airlie Beach in the Whitsundays this organisation has 
developed a number of initiatives that could be adapted to Cape York.  
One project is the development of ‘litter traps’ that can be retro-fitted 
to stormwater drains. These traps sit below stormwater gutter grates and 
catch all waste without hindering water flow. They need to be cleared 
periodically and provide a practical method for preventing waste 
entering the marine environment through stormwater systems.

CARING FOR
THE CAPE

CARING FOR
THE CAPE

LAURA STATE SCHOOL STUDENTS
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Ways to manage and recover marine 
debris on the Cape York Peninsula and 
Torres Strait Islands
Below is a list of both current and suggested strategies that directly 
address the management and recovery of waste and reduces marine 
debris on Cape York and the Torres Strait Islands.

1.1) Tangaroa Blue Clean-Ups and workshops- these include regular 
clean-ups at established beaches across the Cape, with the 
ongoing addition of new sites and areas.

1.2) Clean-Up Australia Day and the Great Northern Clean-up- these 
are annual events and receive huge public support Australia-
wide, with a massive volunteer (500,000 plus) effort to remove 
waste from over 7,300 sites.

1.3) collaborative initiatives such as, GhostNets Australia, and other 
volunteer and non-profit organisations.

1). Support of regular marine debris monitoring, collection, 
recovery and reporting programs, for example

21w w w . t a n g a ro a b l u e . o r g

Mapoon Land and Sea 
Rangers removing marine 

debris and ghost nets 
from Back Beach.
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2.1) Adoption and promotion of Source Reduction Plans by 
individuals, communities and government.

2.2) establishment of new, and continued support for existing 
Indigenous Land and Sea Ranger Partnerships, including the 
development of associated skills and training through the 
Working on Country program. 

3.1) local processing programs that overcome logistical constraints 
of waste recovery in remote locations such as limited capacity, 
lack of appropriate infrastructure and high transport costs. For 
example, back-loading recyclable waste onto routine delivery 
trucks and barges for return to regional centres.

3.2) providing financial incentives for recovery and recycling of 
waste such as buy-back facilities and widespread adoption of 
container deposit schemes. 

3.3) the exploration of business models that engage industry (e.g. 
creation of a marketable product from recyclable marine debris 
and community waste) and incorporate ecotourism.

2). Integration of marine debris activities into Land and Sea 
Management and Planning, including 

3). Research and development of innovative industries that utilise 
waste as a resource, such as 
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Management and Recovery Case Studies

Land and Sea Rangers Groups
There are a number of indigenous ranger groups working throughout 
Cape York and the Torres Straits, many of which are involved with marine 
debris initiatives. Some have incorporated beach clean-ups and surveys 
into their training and work plans.

Mapoon Land & Sea Rangers run regular marine debris clean-ups and 
ghost net recoveries throughout the year (depending on tides and 
onshore wind patterns). The collection of data is integrated with Junior 
Ranger activities and the local school students. 

Torres Strait Regional Authority (TSRA) Rangers have created survey points 
on islands throughout the Torres Strait to monitor marine debris. This data 
will provide information on how frequently debris is deposited at these 
sites.

Lockhart River Rangers are involved in the annual Chilli Beach Clean Up. 
These clean-ups have been removing debris that have accumulated 
over decades. In 2012, with the assistance of Conservation Volunteers 
Australia, it was the first time the entire beach was cleaned and over 5.5 
tonnes of debris was recovered.

TSRA Land and Sea 
Management Unit 

Ranger personnel from 
Thursday Island, Masig 

(Yorke) Island and 
Poruma (Coconut) 

Island conducted a 
marine debris clean-up 
on uninhabited islands 

within Masigalgal sea 
country (Central Torres 

Strait) during April 2014.
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Artist Gayangwa Lalara 
with ghost net doll 

at Anindilyakwa Arts 
and Cultural Centre 

workshop 2011, photo 
Cecile Williams

Warraber Waste Management Pilot Project
This project was launched in late 2009 as a partnership between the 
Warraber Island community and Aurecon, and funded by the state and 
Commonwealth governments. It aimed to reduce the amount of waste 
going to landfill on the island. After 12 months it found that up 45% of 
waste could be diverted by recycling and composting on site, as well as 
sending large volumes of recyclable material to Cairns- demonstrating 
how effective local community action can be in addressing marine 
debris.

Recycling Waste into Art
Many communities across the Cape are utilising marine debris and 
recovered materials for art and craft pieces. In 2012 a number of Cape 
York and Torres Strait artists using marine debris had their works displayed 
in exhibitions across Australia and overseas, including the Float and The 
Long Tide shows in Brisbane, the Creative Collaborations show in Cairns, 
Sculpture by the Sea in Sydney and Beyond the Papunya Dot in Paris 
France.
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Marine Debris ‘hot spots’, ghost nets and 
other large items on Cape York and the 
Torres Strait Islands
In areas where considerably large volumes of marine debris accumulate, 
innovative and specialised methods may need to be employed for 
management. These locations may be particular beaches, harbours 
or inlets, but also include many settlements and communities with 
inadequate and rudimentary waste management facilities. Some well 
known ‘hot spots’ are south-east facing shorelines on the eastern side of 
the Cape, and stretches of coastline along the western side of the Cape 
that amass bulk debris (e.g. commercial fishing gear and ‘ghost nets’). 

Many of these areas are well known but their remoteness and isolation 
may inhibit the collection, recovery and removal of large volumes of 
debris. In the past burning or burying these items has been the easiest 
option. Burning is not the best solution as large amounts of toxins are 
released when burnt, and burying bulky items merely moves the problem 
from one place to the other. In each case a cost/benefit analysis should 
be undertaken to first determine:

a. whether debris is an immediate environmental problem, social 
hazard or an aesthetic issue. For example, a boat wreckage 
that has been washed ashore for many years might be an 
eyesore but the environmental impacts are likely to be small if 
most of the debris is timber, and may be ecologically insensitive 
if it is providing important habitat to animals (e.g. crabs, oysters, 
barnacles and others).

b. what logistical constraints inhibit the collection, removal and 
management –such as restricted access to areas or limited 
capacity (small local populations and equipment). 

c. strategies that could be developed and introduced to 
overcome any hindering management efforts, for example 
ecotourism operations that promote and enable groups of 
people to visit these areas and provide the necessary ‘people-
power’ to recover large quantities of debris. 
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Mapoon Land and Sea 
Rangers, Flinders Beach. 

Photo: J.Goldberg 
GhostNets Australia

Large Items Case Study 

GhostNets Australia
Ghostnets Australia is an alliance of 22 indigenous communities/
organisations across coastal Northern Australia, 12 of which are from the 
Cape York Peninsula and Torres Strait. Formed in 2004 the program assists 
land and sea ranger groups record, recover and remove ghost nets. 
In 2012 these groups collectively removed 845 ghost nets from remote 
shorelines. They also assist with a range of science and research projects 
in collaboration with CSIRO; conduct field days and awareness programs 
both here and overseas and; promote art workshops and exhibitions using 
recovered materials from ghost nets (see above).

GhostNets Australia has won numerous accolades including the 
Sustainable Oceans International Award (2012) and the WWF Earth Hour 
Creative Art Award (2012).
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The Future: Sustainable Management of 
Marine Debris on Cape York and Torres 
Strait Islands
The management of marine debris on Cape York and the Torres Strait 
Islands will continue to present challenges because of isolation, long 
distances and limited capacity. Long-term financial investment, novel 
industries and promotion are required for efficient, self-sustaining and 
appropriate strategies in perpetuity. Some key targets would be, as 
already discussed:

1. the recognition of waste and debris as a resource.

2. dedicated research into the feasibility of waste ‘products’, 
including the conversion of recycled or collected debris into 
energy sources, building materials, manufacturing textiles and 
other items.

3. investigation and promotion of sustainable industries (see case 
studies).

4. continued funding initiatives with the aspiration of self-
governance and economic viability- including commercial, 
government and corporate contributions.
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Marine Debris Industries
One of the key actions for management is to view marine debris as a 
resource rather than a waste product. While some marine debris needs to 
be discarded a high proportion can in fact be re-used and recycled. As 
mentioned, some communities and groups are already using debris in art 
programs and craft initiatives, but there are many other options worthy of 
consideration.

It is becoming 
increasingly popular in 

Australia, and especially 
across Northern Australia, 

with tourists seeking out 
a different type of travel 

experience.

Marine Debris Industries Case Studies

Ecotourism and Marine Debris
Ecotourism is ecologically sustainable travel with a primary focus on 
experiencing natural areas that fosters environmental and cultural 
understanding, appreciation and conservation (Ecotourism Australia 
2013). It is becoming increasingly popular in Australia, and especially 
across Northern Australia, with tourists seeking out a different type of 
travel experience. Communities and organisations that conduct regular 
clean-ups and surveys of marine debris that require high numbers people 
to assist, should investigate opportunities to market these events to 
ecotourists. These might be done in collaboration with established tourist 
operations or other organisations such as the Conservation Volunteers 
Australia (CVA). CVA travellers (often backpackers) have assisted with the 
Chilli Beach and Mapoon Beach Clean Up events.
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Plastic from beach clean-
up events in Cape York 

were baled and trucked 
to Brisbane for recycling, 
diverting them from the 

local landfill.

Innovative Products
Producing commercial products from debris and waste is becoming more 
viable with the development of new technologies. Transforming items 
such as hard plastics into usable items would have multiple benefits for 
communities and the environment. Recent advancements in transforming 
hard plastics into fuel, composite building materials, resin pellets and 
other recyclable products are all options that could be explored for 
income generation. For example, Replas is a company based in Victoria, 
that is in the process of opening a recycled plastic manufacturing facility 
in Brisbane. They plan to purchase mixed (recovered and recycled) 
plastics to produce decking materials and furniture items.

Recycling/Buy-back initiatives 
Despite a number of logistical hurdles recycling and buy-back schemes 
are potential industries for many Cape York and Torres Strait communities. 
The collection of recyclable waste (e.g. aluminium cans/metal/plastic 
bottles) which is then sent to sell-on facilities in Cairns or other regional 
centres are viable revenue streams which will have social, economic 
and environmental benefits. Transport costs may prohibit this for some 
areas, however if there were a high percentage of uptakes across Far 
North Queensland with a collaborative effort between communities these 
could be reduced. Relationships could be developed between towns/
communities and trucking or shipping companies where back loading 
on empty supply trucks and barges could provide transport and financial 
benefits to both parties.
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It’s up to everyone to 
make choices that 

keep our oceans clean 
and healthy for future 
generations to come. 

Why is this plan important?
Marine debris will continue to remain a threat to the coastal ecosystems, 
animals and communities of Cape York and the Torres Strait Islands unless 
immediate actions are taken. If the only strategy used is to continuously 
clean-up beaches and estuaries then sustainable change will never 
occur. Practical and pragmatic solutions need to be utilised in eliminating 
waste at its source- this is the only way to prevent and mitigate marine 
debris long-term. These solutions will require integrated and innovative 
approaches at all levels of society- individuals, communities, councils, 
governments and beyond. The recovery and identification of debris is the 
first step to developing targeted programs that will assist manage debris 
at the local, state, national and international level. It is not too late to 
achieve real solutions for marine debris, and in turn provide sustainable 
environmental, social and economic benefits for the Cape York Peninsula, 
the Torres Strait Islands and all its people.

Although this plan specifically addresses the management of marine 
debris on the Cape York Peninsula and Torres Strait Islands of Far 
North Queensland, the background, strategies and initiatives are 
applicable elsewhere. It is hoped that individuals, communities, towns 
and governments throughout Australia can use this plan as a guide to 
develop mitigation and recover strategies for marine debris in their own 
areas- programs that will contribute to the restoration of our shared 
oceans and coastal environments.
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RESOURCES

General 
Tangaroa Blue Foundation and Australian Marine Debris Initiative
www.tangaroablue.org

Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority 
www.gbrmpa.gov.au

Cape York Local Marine Advisory Committee 
www.gbrmpa.gov.au/about-us/local-marine-advisory-committees/cape-
york-lmac

Cape York Natural Resource Management  
http://www.capeyorknrm.com.au

Australian Government (Department of Environment) 
www.environment.gov.au/coasts/pollution/marine-debris/

North Australian Quarantine Strategy 
www.daff.gov.au/aqis/quarantine/naqs

Education 
Tangaroa Blue Education Kit  
www.tangaroablue.org/resources/education-kit

Reef Guardian Programs 
www.reefed.edu.au

Keep Australia Beautiful Cleaner Greener Schools Program 
www.keepaustraliabeautifulqueensland.org.au/programs/cleaner_
greener_schools/info

Cook Shire Green Corner 
www.cook.qld.gov.au/thegreencorner

Cairns Turtle Rehabilitation Centre 
www.cairnsturtlerehab.org

Far North Queensland Wildlife Rescue 
www.fnqwildliferescue.org.au
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Legislation 

Australian Maritime Safety Authority Reporting Guidelines
www.amsa.gov.au/environment/reporting-ship-sourced-pollution/l 

Threat Abatement Plan for the Impacts of Marine Debris on 
Vertebrate Life 2009
www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/publications/tap/
marine-debris.html

National Plan of Action for the Protection of the Marine 
Environment from Land-based Activities 2006
www.environment.gov.au/coasts/pollution/npa/

Protection of the Sea Act 1983
www.comlaw.gov.au/Details/C2004C00098

Queensland Government Waste Reduction and Recycling Act 
2011
www.ehp.qld.gov.au/waste/waste-act.html

Queensland’s Litter and Illegal Dumping Action Plan October 2013
http://www.ehp.qld.gov.au/waste/pdf/qld-litter-illegal-dump-action-
plan.pdf

Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 1975
www.comlaw.gov.au/Details/C2012C00774

International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships- 
MARPOL 1996
www.imo.org/about/conventions/listofconventions/pages/international-
convention-for-the-prevention-of-pollution-from-ships-(marpol).aspx
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Case Studies
Eco Barge Clean Seas Inc
www.ecobargecleanseas.org.au

SIMS Metal Management
www.scrapmetal.com.au

Transpacific Waste Solutions
www.transpacific.com.au

Clean-up Australia Day and Great Northern Clean-up 
www.cleanup.org.au

GhostNets Australia
www.ghostnets.com.au

Conservation Volunteers of Australia
www.conservationvolunteers.com.au

Ecotourism Australia
www.ecotourism.org.au

Cook Shire Website
www.cook.qld.gov.au

Warraber Waste Management Pilot Project 
www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/key-resources/programs-
projects?pid=140

REPLAS Recycled Plastic Products
www.replas.com.au 



 

 

Source Reduction Plan (SRP)  
Please turn over the page for help in completing this form. 
 
1. Your Organisation’s Name:  
If we have questions about this plan who should we contact? Name:  
Phone/Email:  
Name of Your Nearest Town:  
Name of the Clean Up Site/s:  
Today’s Date:  
 

2. Name of item or group of items being targeted in this SRP? (For example, water bottles or recreational 
fishing gear.) 
 
 

3. For the item listed in Question 2, do you know where the item/s is coming from? 
 
 Yes – go to Question 4                               No – see information for Question 3 on the back of this sheet 
 

4a. Where is the item coming from? 
  

 

4b. How do you think it is ending up on the beach/ocean? 
 

 

 

5. Why is stopping this item from ending up in the ocean/beach/river important for your community? 
 
 
 
 

6. What actions/changes could the community do to make this plan successful? 
 
 
 

7. Decide who can help you fix this problem: 
Which organisation could help? (For example, Local 
Council.) 

What can they do? (For example, provide bins or 
signs, or change behaviour.) 

  
  
  
 

8. Decide who will talk to these organisations 
Which 
organisation/group 
will you contact? 
(For example, Local 
Council.) 

What is the name 
of the person you 
need to contact? 

How will they be 
approached? (For 
example, phone 
call, face-to-face.) 

What are you going 
to ask them to do? 

Who is going to 
contact them and 
when? 

     
     
     
     
 

9. What date will you review this plan to see if it is working? ______________________________  

34
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Information to help you fill out this form 

When should you use this Source Reduction Plan? 
The aim of this form is to help people find a way to stop things that they are finding during their beach/river 
clean ups from ending up on the beach/river or in the ocean. The Source Reduction Plan is best used to find a 
solution to an item that you know is coming from a local source.  

What each question means  
Question 1 - asks you for your contact details, also which beach or area you are making this plan for. 

Question 2 - asks what item you are trying to stop from ending up on the beach or in the ocean/river – this 
could be a single item like a waterbottle, or a group of items like recreational fishing items. 

Question 3 - asks if you know where the item is coming from? For example, if waterbottles are found on the 
beach/ocean - are they being left there by people littering, or are they coming from somewhere else. If they 
have lots of different languages on them they might be washing in from another country or maybe from 
passing ships. If you know where the item is coming from go straight to Question 4, if you don’t know where 
they are coming from is there someone else in your organisation or community that might be able to help you 
answer this question? If not contact Tangaroa Blue Foundation for more help. Once you have found the source 
then you can continue onto Question 4. 

Question 4 - asks you to explain where this item is coming from and why it is ending up on the beach/ocean. 

Question 5  - how will the community benefit by stopping this item from ending up in the ocean/river? Some 
reasons may include the health of the saltwater country, the item is dangerous to people or it will make the 
area more beautiful. Answering this question may assist you in getting community support for this plan.  

Question 6 – asks what actions or changes could the community make which might help stop this item from 
ending up on the beach/ocean. 

Question 7 – What other groups/organisations can help you with this plan? This might include the Local 
Council, other local government agencies or other community groups. Some people you might want to talk to 
are people that are in charge of parks/reserves, waste management or community engagement. Think about 
what you need those groups to do that will help solve this problem. 

Question 8 – Outlines exactly who you are going to ask for help, find out the person’s name that you need to 
talk to, their contact details and what are you going to ask them to do. Also decide what is the best way to 
contact them for example, call them, meet face to face, send them an email and who in your organisation is 
actually going to contact that person and when.   

Think about the cost involved in getting this project done – do you need to find funding? 

What happens if the person that you ask for help says no – find out why they said no and see if this is 
something that can be fixed or is there someone else that can help you? Also think about asking community 
partners – like schools, environmental groups or Men’s Groups – can these groups help?    

Question 9 – Set a date that you will review your plan to see if all the steps have been completed and if they 
are working. Sometimes a Source Reduction Plan might be complete but when you do your next beach clean 
up that item is still there so it may not solve the problem. This means you may need to make a new plan 
involving new partners with new ideas. Tangaroa Blue Foundation is also available to provide support contact 
info@tangaroablue.org  
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1. Pick your beach clean up site and run a risk assessment to make sure 
there are no hidden hazards to your workers or volunteers. 

2. Promote your event with local media and other partners. Think about 
organising a BBQ/picnic etc. for after the clean up to thank your 
volunteers. 

3. The day before the event, run another risk assessment to make sure no 
new hazards are at the site. Ensure that you have an appropriate first aid 
kit and mobile phone available. 

4. We recommend having someone trained in first aid available during the 
clean up. 

5. Hold a safety briefing for all volunteers. Ensure that worker and volunteer 
insurance is organised and appropriate paperwork has been completed. 
An adult should accompany volunteers under the age of 18. 

How to run a beach clean-up event 

Steps needed to 
organise a community 

clean-up activity.



37w w w . t a n g a ro a b l u e . o r g

6. Delegate clean up areas to the workers and volunteers informing them of 
any hazards, time frames or other additional information. Distribute clean 
up materials to volunteers. Ensure that workers and volunteers work in 
pairs or groups, but not alone. 

7. Ensure that all workers and volunteers have appropriate safety equipment 
including gloves, shoes, sunscreen, drinking water, sunglasses and eye 
protection and appropriate clothing etc. Ensure there are hand-washing 
facilities or antiseptic hand wipes available for volunteers. 

8. Ensure that there is at least one worker or volunteer who knows how to 
handle syringes. A sharps container is required to store found syringes- 
these can then be taken to the nearest medical centre for disposal.

9. If you find abandoned cars, weapons or suspicious items, contact the 
local police immediately. There are also a number of hazardous items 
such as silver fumigation canisters and unexploded ordinances- these 
SHOULD NOT be handled and need to be reported immediately.

10. Let workers and volunteers know what to collect i.e. all man-made 
materials during their clean up. 

11. At the end of the clean up, empty the bags onto a tarp and sort into the 
item groups (see the Data Collection Sheet). Separate materials that can 
be recycled and dispose of appropriately. 

12. Fill in the Data Collection Sheet and return to info@tangaroablue.org or 
post to PO Box 757, Port Douglas, QLD 4877 for inclusion in the Australian 
Marine Debris Database along with any photos, reports and media 
coverage.

13. Any unlisted items can be written under the “Additional Items” section of 
the Data Collection Sheet and any item that can’t be identified can be 
photographed and also submitted. 

14. Make sure you have a plan on how to get rid of the rubbish, contact the 
local council. If you need assistance contact Tangaroa Blue Foundation. 

15. Please be environmentally sensitive – some clean up sites may include 
nesting areas for endangered birds or have aboriginal historical sites 
– please keep clear of these areas. Contact the local Department of 
Indigenous Affairs and Department of Environment for further information. 

16. Please contact your local council or Tangaroa Blue Foundation if you 
have any questions. 
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What happens to the data we record? 
Once a clean-up event is complete, the coordinator can either return 
the data sheet to the office of Tangaroa Blue by email or post, or submit 
online. The data is entered into the Australian Marine Debris Database, 
and a summary sheet will be returned to the clean-up coordinator with 
a breakdown of all the debris that was collected (e.g. most common 
items collected, where it might have come from (sea or land) etc.). 
The information is stored in the AMDI database and is available to 
communities, local, state and national government as well as industry 
to identify the types and amounts of marine debris impacting each site. 
This can then help guide programs that find practical ways of preventing 
those items from ending up in the ocean in the first place. The data can 
also be used to track changes (improvement or worsening) in marine 
debris levels over time.



39w w w . t a n g a ro a b l u e . o r g



About this Plan
This document provides a contextual background to the issues 
surrounding marine debris on the Cape York Peninsula and Torres Strait 
Islands, far-north Queensland. Evidence is provided by the Australian 
Marine Debris Initiative on the distribution, extent and composition of 
debris from quantitative surveys across the region.

A source reduction plan concept is introduced to highlight the need for 
an integrated approach to mitigation (prevention) and management 
(recovery) strategies, including capacity building, industry support and 
financial investment for long-term solutions and planning.

This management plan has been written to provide accessible 
information useful to the whole of Cape York - individuals, communities 
and all levels of government, and makes reference to a number of ‘on 
country’ initiatives that are already successfully dealing with marine debris 
across the region.

source reduction plan 
concept is introduced 
to highlight the need 

for an integrated 
approach to mitigation 

(prevention) and 
management
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