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When we think about garbage at all, we think of throwing it
away. But as the saying goes, “There is no away.” And in the
case of plastic, there isn’t a lot of rreeccyycclliinngg happening either.
Plastic or otherwise, a lot of garbage makes its way into our
oceans, forming massive garbage gyres and sometimes even
wwaasshhiinngg  bbaacckk  uupp on beaches. Beaches are sensitive liminal
ecosystems in their own right. Beach cleanups protect both the
beach itself and inaccessible ocean areas, and make visiting
the beach more enjoyable, too.

To honor 52 years of action inspired by Earth Day, Earth911 is
presenting 52 Actions for the Earth. Each week from Earth Day
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x2022 to Earth Day 2023, we will share an action you can take to
iinnvveesstt  iinn  tthhee  EEaarrtthh and make your own life more sustainable.

This week, you can invest in the Earth by cleaning a beach –
even if you don’t live anywhere near water.

AAccttiioonn::  CClleeaann  aa  BBeeaacchh

OOcceeaann  PPoolllluuttiioonn

Even the most rreemmoottee  mmoouunnttaaiinnttooppss and deepest uunnddeerrsseeaa
ttrreenncchheess have a litter problem. Past generations sailed the
seven seas; today it’s the ffiivvee  ggrreeaatt  ggaarrbbaaggee  ggyyrreess. The Great
Pacific Garbage Patch ppoolllluuttiioonn  zzoonnee is roughly the size of the
western United States. By mass, nearly half of the waste is lost
fishing nets. MMiiccrrooppllaassttiiccss make up only about 8% of the mass,
but more than 90% of the plastic pieces floating in the oocceeaann.
Most of the plastics traveled through wwaatteerrsshheeddss on land to
reach the sea. Items like ppllaassttiicc  ssttrraawwss, shopping bags,
cciiggaarreettttee  bbuuttttss with plastic filters, and increasingly, PPPPEE like
gloves and masks, all contribute to beach and ocean pollution.

BBeeaacchh  CClleeaannuuppss

It is important to work towards a ppoosstt--ppllaassttiicc  wwoorrlldd and take
steps upstream to help pprrootteecctt  tthhee  oocceeaannss. But this week, help
clean up the pollution that is already there. Many coastal
environmental organizations host organized beach cleanups.
The IInntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  CCooaassttaall  CClleeaannuupp, an initiative of the Ocean
Conservatory, has one of the biggest beach cleanup programs.
EarthDay.org’s GGrreeaatt  GGlloobbaall  CClleeaannuupp campaign removes
trash from beaches as well as neighborhoods, rivers, lakes,
trails, and parks – all places from which plastic can work its way
towards the sea. If you can’t ffiinndd  aann  eexxiissttiinngg  bbeeaacchh  cclleeaannuupp
near you, EarthDay.org has rreessoouurrcceess to help you plan and
rreeggiisstteerr  yyoouurr  oowwnn event.

BBeeaacchh  VVaaccaattiioonnss

If your travel plans include a beach vacation, dedicate one
morning – or even one hour – of your beach time to picking up
trash. Joining a bbeeaacchh  cclleeaannuupp  oonn  vvaaccaattiioonn is a great way to
connect with locals. Many coastal communities, like KKaauuaaii, and
even some resorts have programs to support visitors who want
to give back to their host community. Even if you go solo, you
can be mindful of your own garbage and pick up any litter you
run across while you’re on the beach.

IInnllaanndd  LLiivviinngg   
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About a third of the U.S. population lliivveess  iinn  ccooaassttlliinnee  ccoouunnttiieess,
and many more live within driving distance of a beach. But
even if you are not among them, you probably live near some
body of water. Litter is just as harmful to these inland lakes and
riverfronts, and can eventually make its way to the sea from
them. Even in the desert, you can protect waterways by picking
up litter (especially along roadways) – plastic and cigarette
butts can travel great distances to reach the sea.
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Gemma Alexander has an M.S. in urban horticulture
and a backyard filled with native plants. After
working in a genetics laboratory and at a landfill,
she now writes about the environment, the arts and
family. See more of her writing here.
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