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Background
Marine debris, especially lost fishing gear, can
destroy benthic organisms and entangle both
benthic and mobile fauna. The loss and disposal of
fishing gear is internationally recognized as a major
environmental issue impacting coastal ecosystems.

Methods
A stratified random sampling design was used to
allocate effort according to habitat type and depth,
along-shelf position, and management zone.
Surveys were conducted at 131 sites Keys-wide in
2000-01, followed by 145 sites Keys-wide in 2008.
Belt transects were used quantify the type of debris
encountered. Lost angling gear and trap rope were
additionally measured for total length. The 2008
surveys also collected data on debris wet weight.

Marine debris survey locations in 2000, 2001 and 2008 

Marine debris is pervasive in the Florida Keys

Marine debris items encountered in 2008 from surveys of 
145 sites representing 34,800 m2 of benthic habitat

Spatial distribution of total marine debris densities in 2008

Results
During 2008, a total of 686 pieces of debris were
recovered from 34,800 m2 of sampled benthic
habitat, with ~443 kg removed. Most of the
recovered debris was hook-and-line gear (53%, 0.5
km total length) and lobster/crab trap gear (35%, ~1
km total length). These debris types caused most
(94%) of the 448 documented impacts to benthic
organisms. Debris densities, including lost fishing
gear, were usually not significantly different
between fished and protected zones.

Comparisons of lost fishing gear in no-take zones (white 
bars) and reference areas (black bars) in 2008

Conclusions
Marine debris is spatially pervasive and a low-level
chronic stressor in the Florida Keys. Spatial
distribution reflects usage patterns. Impacts to
organisms are dependent upon the type of debris
and habitat structure. Monitoring marine debris
can help to assess compliance with no-take zones
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Reprints and quick look/data summary reports available at
http://people.uncw.edu/millers

Study Objectives
 Determine the type, frequency, and amount (length,
wet weight) of marine debris in the Florida Keys

 Assess the frequency of partial or complete
mortality of benthic organisms from abrasion stress
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