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DESCRIPTION
The oceans, which cover more than 70% of the Earth's surface, 
are vital to life on our planet. They regulate our climate, provide 
food and resources, and support an extraordinary diversity of life 
forms. Yet, the very ecosystems that sustain us are under siege 
from a growing and alarming problem: Marine pollution. From 
plastic waste to toxic chemicals, the pollutants entering our 
oceans are not only threatening marine life but also endanger the 
health of the planet and its inhabitants.

Plastic pollution

One of the most recognizable forms of marine pollution is 
plastic. From single-use bottles to fishing nets and microplastics, 
plastic waste has infiltrated every part of the ocean, from the 
surface to the deepest trenches. Plastics are incredibly durable, 
and unlike organic materials, they do not biodegrade; they 
fragment into smaller pieces over time. As a result, plastics 
accumulate in the oceans, causing harm to marine life and 
ecosystems. Marine animals, such as sea turtles, whales and fish, 
often mistake plastic debris for food, leading to ingestion, which 
can result in malnutrition, internal injuries, or even death.

Microplastics, which are smaller than 5 millimeters, are another 
major concern. These tiny particles are not only found in the 
stomachs of marine creatures but also in the water column, 
where they are ingested by plankton and other small organisms. 
As these microplastics move up the food chain, they can 
eventually make their way into human diets, raising serious 
concerns about their long-term health effects.

Chemical and nutrient pollution

While plastic pollution often grabs the headlines, it is not the 
only type of pollutant affecting the oceans. Chemical pollutants, 
such as pesticides, heavy metals and pharmaceuticals, are also 
major contributors to marine pollution. These substances are 
typically carried into the ocean via rivers, urban runoff, or 
industrial discharge. Once in the ocean, they can accumulate in

sediments, harm marine organisms, and disrupt entire 
ecosystems.

Nutrient pollution, primarily caused by agricultural runoff, is 
another significant issue. Fertilizers containing nitrogen and 
phosphorus wash into the ocean, where they contribute to the 
growth of harmful algal blooms. These blooms deplete oxygen 
levels in the water, creating dead zones where marine life cannot 
survive. According to the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), there are now over 400 coastal dead zones 
worldwide and the problem is rapidly worsening.

Oil spills and industrial discharges

Oil spills, although less frequent than other forms of pollution, 
are among the most devastating events in marine environments. 
Despite advancements in response technologies, oil spills 
continue to have long-lasting effects on the health of marine 
ecosystems. Additionally, industrial activities such as mining, 
waste disposal and shipping also contribute to marine pollution. 
The dumping of toxic waste, including heavy metals and 
untreated sewage, into the oceans, further degrades water quality 
and harms marine organisms. The increasing amount of global 
trade has also resulted in more ships transporting pollutants, 
such as ballast water carrying invasive species, which disrupt 
local ecosystems.

The impacts of marine pollution

The effects of marine pollution are far-reaching and complex, 
impacting not only marine life but also human health and the 
global economy. Marine pollution is a direct threat to the 
survival of countless species of marine organisms. The ingestion 
of plastic and toxic chemicals can lead to physical harm, disease, 
and death for marine animals. For example, seabirds often ingest 
plastic debris, which can block their digestive tracts, leading to 
starvation. Similarly, marine mammals, such as dolphins and 
whales, suffer from entanglement in discarded fishing gear or 
swallowing plastic waste. The impact on biodiversity is equally
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concerning, as marine pollution can disrupt food webs and the
delicate balance of ecosystems.

Coral reefs, which support a quarter of all marine species, are
particularly vulnerable to pollution. Excess nutrients from
agricultural runoff can cause coral bleaching, a phenomenon
where corals expel the algae that live in symbiosis with them,

leaving them vulnerable to disease and environmental stress. 
Additionally, the accumulation of toxic chemicals and plastics on 
the ocean floor has harmful effects on benthic organisms, such 
as crabs, mollusks and starfish, which play important roles in 
marine ecosystems.
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