Our coasts are trashed, now what?
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Trash is no longer just an aesthetics
problem; it has ecosystem-level
consequences throughout watersheds.
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Community trash clean up efforts are
useful for engaging the community, are
important trash control strategies in
certain areas, and offer opportunities to
collect data on the types and
distributions of trash in urban coastal
waterways.
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1. Magnitude of trash inputs. 87 m3 of trash weighing 8.3 mt was removed from the 1 km-long creek
bed in Manzanita Canyon over one year. That’s 3.2 busloads of trash per year, including furniture,
engines, tires, camping gear & whole bags of trash!

Swan

% of total MZ trash volume

Hollywood

From these data, we learn about the
causes and risks of, and possible
solutions to, trash in urban waterways.
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The goal of our efforts was, therefore,
to better understand trash amounts,
types, and distributions using cleanup
and monitoring efforts in order to
inform long-term solutions.

Trash of all sizes & types is
pulled out of coastal canyons
year-round
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3. Bags, packaging & wrappers
dominate plastics. Surveys of
all four canyons and across
years in Manzanita Canyon
repeatedly reveal that most
plastics consist of packaging of
some sort, consistent with
global plastics uses [3].
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Lower-Chollas Creek

with most appearing to be secondary plastics.
Avg no. of small plastics m-2 surface
sediment

The mid-city community is engaged and committed to
cleaning up urban waterways but larger scale, longerterm solutions are needed to reduce sources of trash.
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Methods
Trash surveys in four mid-city canyons using
standardized protocols [1] were conducted along 3 to 9
30-m transects in fall 2014 to quantify amounts and
types of meso-trash (1-50 cm) and large (>50 cm) trash.
Surveys continued in Manzanita Canyon in spring and
fall 2015 - 2017 (3 transects); and data from year-round
disparate community cleanups were compiled to
estimate total accumulations per year.
Small plastics (0.5-10mm) were surveyed from four sites
throughout the watershed in 2015, with wetland fish
also collected from the lowest site.
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5. Nearly 20% of all fish ate plastics.
41 of 218 wetland and bay fishes had
plastics in their guts; rates varied by species.
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4. Small plastics were ubiquitous, dense & varied
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Trash flows in from both
upstream and the tide at
lower Chollas Creek.

2. Meso-trash is dominated by plastics. Repeated
surveys in Manzanita Canyon reflect global findings
of plastics composing the majority of litter [2].
Fragments of illegally dumped furniture and
construction materials are patchy in time and space
in the canyon (Sept 2016, Sept 2017).
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Conclusions
Unrelenting inputs, breakdown into small pieces, and ingestion of trash indicate that community
cleanups are not enough. Data reveal the composition (mostly plastics, esp. packaging) and sources
(storm drains, illegal dumping, homeless camps) which can inform pre- and post-consumer solutions.
• Pre-consumer – product bans/incentives to phase out single use items, product redesign to reduce
leakage into the environment, institutional purchasing/distribution decisions, consumer education
and behavior change
• Post-consumer – extended producer responsibility, social programs, expanded recycling services &
infrastructure, litter capture devices, public education
However, development & enactment of these solutions will require strong cross-sector collaborations.
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