REVIEW
published: 31 March 2017
doi: 10.3389/fmars.2017.00030

Using Numerical Model Simulations
to Improve the Understanding of
Micro-plastic Distribution and
Pathways in the Marine Environment
Britta D. Hardesty 1*, Joseph Harari 2 , Atsuhiko Isobe 3 , Laurent Lebreton 4, 5 ,
Nikolai Maximenko 6 , Jim Potemra 6 , Erik van Sebille 7 , A. Dick Vethaak 8, 9 and Chris Wilcox 1
1

Commonwealth Scientific and Research Organization, Oceans and Atmosphere, Hobart, TAS, Australia, 2 Department of
Physical, Chemical and Geological Oceanography, Oceanographic Institute, São Paulo University, São Paulo, Brazil, 3 Centre
for Oceanic and Atmospheric Research, Research Institute for Applied Mechanics, Kyushu University, Fukuoka, Japan, 4 The
Modelling House Ltd., Wellington, New Zealand, 5 The Ocean Cleanup Foundation, Delft, Netherlands, 6 International Pacific
Research Center, School of Ocean and Earth Science and Technology, University of Hawaii, Honolulu, HI, USA, 7 Grantham
Institute and Department of Physics, Imperial College London, London, UK, 8 Deltares, Marine and Coastal Systems, Delft,
Netherlands, 9 Department of Chemistry and Biology, Institute for Environmental Studies, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam,
Amsterdam, Netherlands

Edited by:
Francois Galgani,
French Research Institute for
Exploitation of the Sea (Ifremer),
France
Reviewed by:
Stefano Aliani,
National Research Council, Italy
Olivia Gerigny,
French Research Institute for
Exploitation of the Sea (Ifremer),
France
*Correspondence:
Britta D. Hardesty
denise.hardesty@csiro.au
Specialty section:
This article was submitted to
Marine Pollution,
a section of the journal
Frontiers in Marine Science
Received: 01 November 2016
Accepted: 25 January 2017
Published: 31 March 2017
Citation:
Hardesty BD, Harari J, Isobe A,
Lebreton L, Maximenko N, Potemra J,
van Sebille E, Vethaak AD and
Wilcox C (2017) Using Numerical
Model Simulations to Improve the
Understanding of Micro-plastic
Distribution and Pathways in the
Marine Environment.
Front. Mar. Sci. 4:30.
doi: 10.3389/fmars.2017.00030

Numerical modeling is one of the key tools with which we can gain insight into the
distribution of marine litter, especially micro-plastics. Over the past decade, a series of
numerical simulations have been constructed that specifically target floating marine litter,
based on ocean models of various complexity. Some of these models include the effects
of currents, waves, and wind as well as a series of processes that impact how particles
interact with ocean currents, including fragmentation and degradation. Here, we give
an overview of these models, including their spatial and temporal resolution, limitations,
availability, and what we have learned from them. Then we focus on floating marine
micro-plastics (<5 mm diameter) and we make recommendations for experimental
research efforts that can improve the skill of the models by increasing our understanding
of the processes that govern the dispersion of marine litter. In addition, we highlight
the importance of knowing accurately the sources or entry points of marine plastic
debris, including potential sources that have not been incorporated in previous studies
(e.g., atmospheric contributions). Finally, we identify information gaps and priority work
areas for research. We also highlight the need for appreciating and acknowledging the
uncertainty that persists regarding the movement, transportation and accumulation of
anthropogenic litter in the marine environment.
Keywords: accumulation modeling, fluxes, fragmentation, marine debris, microplastics, numerical modeling

INTRODUCTION
Pollution from marine plastic is a global issue of international concern. Marine litter comes
from both land- and sea-based sources and can travel immense distances. Marine ecosystems
worldwide are affected by human-made refuse, much of which is plastic (see Table 1 of Derraik,
2002). Resolving the biodiversity, environmental, economic, transport, navigation, and biological
invasion hazards associated with anthropogenic litter in the marine environment requires a
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plastic pieces are observed. It has become clear that humanity’s
discarded litter is spreading throughout our seas and oceans (e.g.,
Pham et al., 2014; Jambeck et al., 2015; GESAMP, 2016).
Debris sampling and monitoring in the environment is most
often carried out along the shoreline, but can also take place at
sea or through sampling wildlife that have encountered debris.
Most often, monitoring and surveys of litter take place in coastal
regions, often as part of clean up activities or other community
events. Using information from these activities as monitoring
information raises a number of issues, as the activities can be
idiosyncratic, may have uneven sampling, and frequently do
not control sampling effort carefully. Designed surveys can
provide much more robust data, however, these are much rarer
globally [but see OSPAR (http://www.ospar.org/work-areas/
eiha/marine-litter), CSIRO (http://www.csiro.au/en/Research/
OandA/Areas/Marine-resources-and-industries/Marine-debris;
Hardesty et al., 2016), and NOAA’s (https://marinedebris.noaa.
gov/) approaches].
Debris, especially plastics, can also be surveyed in the ocean,
although coastal and high seas monitoring can be expensive and
difficult to replicate. Typically, oceanic monitoring of marine
litter takes place through surface trawl sampling, which is biased
toward items within a particular size range—those that are small
enough to fit in the mouth of the net, large enough to be stopped
by the net mesh, are floating on or near the ocean’s surface and
can be and discerned by the human eye (see van Sebille et al.,
2015; typically in the range between 0.25 and 0.0003 m). Surface
sampling captures floating objects only and, given the vastness
of the ocean, complex, and ever changing ocean circulation
patterns and wind mixing, samples are often highly variable.
At-sea sampling also requires large sample sizes to facilitate
the statistical analysis required to detect potential changes in
distribution and abundance, given the high spatial and temporal
heterogeneity of marine litter, especially plastics in the ocean
(Barnes et al., 2009).
Nearly all of the plastic (95% or more of the items or particles
by count) recorded from surface trawl sampling efforts are
smaller than 5 mm in diameter. Similarly, these smaller items
make up the vast majority of debris found in coastal samples—at
least for surveys that record smaller sizes of items (Hardesty et al.,
2016). Because of technological challenges, however, field studies
so far have only been able to analyse the large and middle-sized
micro-plastics (>20 micrometer; Galgani et al., 2013). Hence,
our discussion focuses on the distribution and movement of the
fraction of floating micro-plastics in the ocean in this size range,
from 5 to 0.02 mm in diameter.

substantial, sustained integrated effort from individuals,
industry, governments, and international governmental
organizations at local to regional and global scales. The increase
in global plastic production and the recent estimate of ∼8 million
metric tons of mismanaged plastic waste entering the ocean
each year (Jambeck et al., 2015) points to the need to tackle the
problem at a multitude of scales. There is no single solution,
rather, a number of local and regional solutions will be required
to effect change.
A necessary first step in addressing this problem is to
get an estimate of the amount of plastic in the oceans,
including knowledge about from where it originates, where it is
accumulating, and the pathways by which it got there. This is a
complex problem for a variety of reasons, including challenges in
sampling both in situ (in the water column, sediments, etc.) and
at the source (e.g., riverine input, coastal input, sea-surface input,
etc.). Sampling micro-plastic is particularly and challenging since
it is not easily observed due to its small size, its sources include
not only direct inputs but it also results from the degradation
of larger plastic pieces. Furthermore, organisms can alter the
pathways in the marine environment by direct transport and/or
altering the density of the particles.
For these reasons, a mass budget of micro-plastic debris
will be challenging to construct based on empirical data alone.
Instead, simulations using numerical models of ocean currents
may be used to estimate the sources, sinks, and pathways of
micro-plastic in the marine environment. This approach of
integrating models predicting debris flows and distributions has
been useful in extending the existing sparse observations to make
estimates of budgets in some parts of the system, and flows
of mass in a few cases (Cózar et al., 2014; van Sebille et al.,
2015; others). Extending this approach of integrating simulation
models and empirical observations can greatly improve our
understanding of plastics, and particularly micro-plastics, in the
marine environment at a systems level.

BACKGROUND
Marine debris or marine litter is defined as any persistent,
manufactured, or processed solid material discarded, disposed
of or abandoned in the marine and coastal environment (UN
Environment Program, 2009). Some portion of plastic litter
may reach microscopic sizes due to degradation (mechanical
forces and/or photochemical processes) of macro-plastic debris
(Gigault et al., 2016) or is already manufactured as microscopic
particles. These are referred to here as micro-plastics. This aspect
of marine litter is of special interest as its physical properties
allow it to be transported over large distances and its small size
makes it available for a wide range of marine biota (Ivar do Sul
et al., 2014; GESAMP, 2016). Its small size, however, makes it
difficult to observe remotely, thus limiting an accurate assessment
of total amounts. Nevertheless, plastic debris can be observed in
seas around the world, from concentrations exceeding 600,000
pieces per km2 (Law et al., 2010) in the accumulation zones to
more remote regions such as the waters of the Arctic (Bergmann
et al., 2016) and the Antarctic (Barnes et al., 2010) where far fewer
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How Much (Micro) Plastic Is in the Ocean?
There are a number of questions that remain unanswered
regarding micro-plastic in the ocean. These questions are also
valid for plastic in general, since it can be a major contributing
source of micro-plastic. Perhaps the most straightforward,
fundamental question is how much plastic is in the ocean? While
recent work quantified plastic inputs from land into the ocean
(Jambeck et al., 2015), the amount (whether by weight or volume)
in the global ocean remains poorly understood, and estimates
vary with orders of magnitude. Additional questions that fall
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under this key knowledge gap involve understanding what are
the sources, where micro-plastic occurs in the ocean, what its size
spectra are, and how much there is in various locations around
the globe. Identifying the contributing sources and sinks (where
it comes from and where it ends up) as well as recognizing the
proportion of micro-plastic that is from primary vs. secondary
(e.g., breakdown) sources are key questions which inform our
understanding of how much plastic is in the ocean. In essence,
to address this fundamental question of the total load we need
to better understand the sources, pathways and fate of (micro)
plastic.

can significantly also significantly contribute to improving our
understanding of the issue (see Table 1 for some of the available
ocean circulation models and oceanographic datasets used for
marine debris modeling/tracking).

What is the Fate of Plastic in the Ocean?
Considering the fate of micro-plastic in the ocean requires
improving our understanding of where plastic persists in
reservoirs and what the rates of fragmentation are under various
conditions (and for various material and sizes of primary plastic).
Better estimates and data describing buoyancy, i.e., sinking and
re-suspension or floating rates will also yield insights to the fate
of plastics in the ocean. Furthermore, knowing the distribution
of plastic and whether it ends up in locations where it can be
removed or in places where it can break down to smaller pieces
and/or re-enter the ocean will greatly inform the question of how
much plastic is in the ocean.

What Are the Main Contributing Sources of
Plastic in the Ocean?
Approximately 80% of the plastic in the oceans is estimated
to come from land-based sources or entry points (Sheavly
and Register, 2007; Galgani et al., 2013) which includes
beaches, rivers, stormwater runoff, aquaculture and fisheries,
shipping transport, and atmospheric outfall (see GESAMP,
2016). Debris sampling, correspondingly, largely takes place via
coastal activities and is likely biased by larger items that are
easily discernible by the human eye. Primary microplastics,
however, are often abrasives or similar purpose-produced small,
regular sized particles and may be missed due to issues of visual
detection.
We know relatively little about the proportion of microplastics entering the marine environment as primary versus
secondary microplastics (resulting from the breakdown of larger
items). However, it is reasonable to presume that the breakdown
or transition of larger plastics to micro-plastics may be most
common in the nearshore environment, due to the high energy
of the coastal environment and the presence of other natural
abrasives such as sand and rock. Further adding to the challenge
of quantifying and identifying sources of microplastics is that
many microplastics such as fibers are negatively buoyant and are
therefore missed by most sampling methods. In sediment cores
(and invertebrates) for example, fibers are common (Besseling
et al., 2012; Woodall et al., 2014). However, most coastal and
offshore microplastics sampling takes place in the upper surface
of the ocean and hence samples positively buoyant items. As a
result, our knowledge of sources of microplastics is affected by
biased sampling, and most modeling to date is on the buoyant
fraction of plastics in the ocean.

CURRENT ASSESSMENT
Long term monitoring of micro-plastic abundance is costly,
time consuming, and difficult to sustain. Importantly, however,
though there are a number of long term monitoring efforts
on coastlines, such as OSPAR’s marine beach litter program
in Europe (http://www.ospar.org), the International Coastal
Cleanup (ICC) which is organized by the Ocean Conservancy
(http://www.oceanconservancy.org) and NOAA’s marine debris
program which monitors coastal litter using multiple monitoring
approaches (http://www.marinedebris.noaa.gov). These long
term initiatives are important not only to detect long term trends
and patterns in terms of coastal debris, but it can also allow
one to evaluate the efficacy of legislation, to identify changes
in sources, deposition, material types and potential impacts to
wildlife. Furthermore, long term monitoring can help to identify
opportunities for impact through local actions. Each of these
initiatives, however, focuses on larger sized items (>5 mm) which
means that they are useful in detecting likely sources of secondary
micro-plastic quantities, types, and locations for point of entry
to the marine environment, but such efforts fail to report on
primary micro-plastic amounts, density, and changes through
time.
Around the world, there are a number of different data
collection strategies that have been developed and employed
to monitor marine and coastal litter. While it is important to
recognize that different questions require different monitoring
approaches, the importance of standardization of approaches
cannot be overstated (Barnes et al., 2009; e.g., does one
report counts or weight or by surface area or volume?). To
date, global harmonization of monitoring methods and data
recording have remained unrealized, but working toward this
remains an important goal (Cheshire et al., 2009; Galgani et al.,
2013). Recently, the importance of global harmonization of
monitoring methods are recognized by increasing number of
scientists; see the Annex to Leaders’ Declaration of Elmau
G7 summit (http://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/files/000084023.pdf)
and the Communique of G7 Toyama Environment Ministers’
Meeting (http://www.env.go.jp/press/files/jp/102871.pdf).

How Does Plastic Move in the Ocean?
The various factors that contribute to the pathways of microplastic in the ocean are an active area of research. Quantitative
estimates of losses (and budgets) would fundamentally be
improved with a more complete understanding of how microplastics move in the environment. Researchers are working on
mesocosm or other small-scale experiments in the laboratory
to look at wave action, fouling, and other aspects that affect
movement (Gerritse et al., 2015; Fazey and Ryan, 2016a,b; ter
Halle et al., 2016), but such exercises are relatively new and
have yet to be applied at larger scales. There is a clear niche for
experimental work in improving our understanding of plastic
movement and the use of local, regional, and global models
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TABLE 1 | Some available ocean circulation models and oceanographic datasets used for marine debris modeling/tracking.
Model/dataset

Description

References

BLUELink

CSIRO Ocean modeling and analysis tool used for accurately forecasting ocean
conditions

Wilcox et al., 2013

Connie2

Australian Connectivity Interface, web-tool developed by CSIRO

Reisser et al., 2013

ECCO

Estimation of Circulation and Climate of the Ocean—Scripps Institution of
Oceanography (SIO), the NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) and the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology (MIT)

Potemra, 2012

ECMWF ORA-S3

Ocean analysis/reanalysis system of European Center for Medium-Range Weather
Forecasts (ECMWF)

Potemra, 2012

Global drifter program

Satellite-tracked surface drifting buoy observations of currents, sea surface temperature,
atmospheric pressure, winds, and salinity (NOAA)

Maximenko et al., 2012; van Sebille et al., 2012;
Reisser et al., 2013

GNOME

General NOAA Operational Model Environment; interactive simulation system designed
for modeling pollutant trajectories in marine environment

GNOME User’s Manual, 2002

HYCOM

Hybrid Co-ordinate Model—forced by US Navy’s Operational Global Atmospheric
Prediction System (NOGAPS)

Lebreton et al., 2012; Potemra, 2012; Lebreton
and Borrero, 2013

NCOM

1/8◦ global Navy Coastal Ocean Model (NAVOCEANO)—real time

Potemra, 2012

NEMO

Nucleus for European Modeling of the Ocean

Storkey et al., 2010

NLOM

1/32◦ global Navy Layered Ocean Model run daily by the Naval Oceanographic Office
(NAVOCEANO)—real time

Potemra, 2012

OSCAR

Ocean Surface Current Analysis—Real time (NOAA)

Martinez et al., 2009

OSCURS

Ocean Current Simulator Model (NOAA Fisheries Service)

Ebbesmeyer and Ingraham, 1994; Ebbesmeyer
et al., 2012

PELET-2D

Lagrangian particle tracking model (Helmholtz–Zentrum Geesthacht)

Neumann et al., 2014

plasticadrift.org

Web-tool developed by E. van Sebille based on trajectories of Global surface drifters

van Sebille, 2014

Pol3DD

Lagrangian 3-D numerical dispersal model

Lebreton et al., 2012; Lebreton and Borrero, 2013

SCUD

Surface Currents from Diagnostics—developed by International Pacific Research Centre

Maximenko and Hafner, 2010

SODA

Simple Ocean Data Assimilation model (by Cummings et al., 2005)

Potemra, 2012

Sustained monitoring is crucial to assess the efficacy of
measures implemented to reduce the abundance of plastic debris,
but it is complicated by large spatial and temporal heterogeneity
in the amounts of plastic debris and by our limited understanding
of the pathways followed by plastic debris and its long-term
fate. Thus far, most monitoring has focused on beach surveys of
stranded plastics and other litter, as mentioned above. Infrequent
surveys of the standing stock of litter on beaches provide crude
estimates of debris types and abundance, but are biased by
differential removal of litter items by beachcombing, clean-ups
and beach dynamics. However, there is increased sampling of and
analyses of micro-plastics on the ocean’s surface (Reisser et al.,
2013; Cózar et al., 2014; Eriksen et al., 2014; Isobe et al., 2015;
Ryan, 2015; van Sebille et al., 2015) with fewer studies reporting
on sub-surface micro-plastics (but see Reisser et al., 2015; Kooi
et al., 2016).
FIGURE 1 | Schematic representation of reservoirs and fluxes for
marine plastics. The weight of the arrow indicates the magnitude of marine
debris flux hypothesized to occur between compartments, and the fluxes or
flows between them.

Reservoirs: Where Is Micro-plastic Found?
Plastic has been found throughout, the ocean from the surface,
all the way through the water column to the deep ocean floor. It
can reside in sediment, biota, and ice, and may be trapped along
the coastline or in estuaries, waterways and lakes, and can even be
suspended in the atmosphere (Dris et al., 2016; GESAMP, 2016).
There is no reason to believe the presence of micro-plastic is any
less wide-spread.
In this study, we divide locations into seven broad categories
deemed most relevant for modeling movement of plastics in
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the ocean: surface, coastline/estuaries, ocean floor, sediments,
ice, biota, and water column (Figures 1, 2). While there are
other reservoirs (e.g., the atmosphere, lakes, and waterways), we
consider those to fall outside of the scope and focus of this paper.
For our purposes they are considered as sources of micro-plastics
entering the ocean.
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FIGURE 2 | The sources of anthropogenic debris entering the ocean (ovals), reservoirs, or oceanic compartments where debris occurs (boxes) and
processes through which debris moves between compartments.

Overall, there are two ultimate goals to improve our modeling
of plastic budgets and impacts of marine debris. Identifying
where, how and why plastic enters (and leaves) the ocean is
very different from understanding the biodiversity, economic,
and environmental impact plastic is having in the marine
environment. One difference is that the former (understanding
the budget) requires modeling of the mass of plastic, while the
latter (understanding the impacts) requires modeling the number
of plastic particles. In this paper, we focus on understanding the
budget.

(whether surface, water column, or floor) and biota (and the
other direction). The first two are considered most important
since the near-shore environment is where most plastic must pass
through to reach the open ocean. This is also a zone of high
biodiversity and hence, where much of the biological impact is
likely to occur.
This does not rule out the importance of movement between
oceanic reservoirs or movement between the surface and
water column. Rather it highlights the critical need for better
understanding of movement between key reservoirs. Fluxes
between ice and other reservoirs were considered to be of lesser
importance, though there is agreement among oceanographers
that modeling fluxes between ice and other reservoirs may not be
particularly difficult.
Both for a mass balance modeling approach and to evaluate
impacts, understanding of the accumulation of plastic in biota is
needed. Importantly, this is a “sink” (and can act as a transport
mechanism) where empirical data can be collected—whether
through analysis of seabirds digestive tracts or fish guts or total
body analysis of invertebrates, through excreta, or with noninvasive sampling techniques. There is a growth in the number
of papers reporting on the interactions between plastics and
marine fauna (see Gall and Thompson, 2015), with ingestion of
debris, entanglement, and chemical contamination increasingly
reported in the literature. It might now be reasonable to estimate
micro-plastics residing in marine biota, but to date, an estimate
of the overall mass of debris in wildlife (much less focusing on
micro-plastics has yet to be carried out.

Modeling Key Fluxes

Needed Improvements

There are three main fluxes that are considered here to be
of highest priority (Figure 1). These include the fluxes that
occur between the ocean and the coast; movements between
the coast to ocean interface; and the fluxes between the ocean

The marine debris problem can be viewed as a source, pathway
and sink issue. Simulations using numerical models can be
important tools in estimating or constraining any of these three
when the other two are more well-known. Simulations can also be

Evaluating budgets (sources and sinks into the environment)
or leakage between these reservoirs or compartments requires
understanding several key processes. Those deemed to be
particularly important include rates of fragmentation,
buoyancy/sinking/re-floating rates, as well as the rates and
quantities of inputs of litter to the ocean and time trends for
plastics in ocean.
When assessing the potential reservoirs of micro-plastic it
is equally important to understand the uncertainty bounds.
Identifying in which reservoirs there is the greatest uncertainty
will facilitate a ranking of transitions on which efforts could
be focused, taking into account the key question at hand
(whether that relates to sources, losses between transition zones
or impacts).

THE APPLICATION OF NUMERICAL
MODELING
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used to test hypotheses addressing knowledge gaps within these
three. Given the challenges of monitoring micro-plastic both
before it arrives and once it is already in the marine environment,
combining empirical data, and modeling approaches can be
useful to help predict, or forecast, where micro-plastics occur in
the marine environment.
Numerical modeling has been applied to track back or
hindcast from where plastics in the ocean may have come
(sensu; Kako et al., 2011), and these same approaches could
be used for micro-plastic. Hindcasting is particularly useful
for source identification, especially where accumulation regions
have been identified. Ocean circulation models can further be
used to identify where oceanic accumulation zones are most
likely to occur. Coupling such tools and approaches with species
distribution maps and other ecological information, we can
combine disparate data types to predict or identify hotpots of risk
to taxa or geographic regions of interest (Schuyler et al., 2013,
2015; Wilcox et al., 2015, 2016). We can also identify movement
pathways or trajectories (Wilcox et al., 2013), identify hotspots,
and develop scenario analysis tools to identify potential sources
and sinks. We can further evaluate effectiveness of local actions
and activities (see Hardesty et al., 2016), predict risk of invasion
along pathways and evaluate costs of inaction and efficiency of
action (Sherman and Van Sebille, 2016).
Modeling efforts have greatly improved in recent years,
and as computing power increases, so too does our ability to
incorporate additional parameters into simulating marine debris
movement in the ocean. In addition to circulation models that
provide estimates of ocean currents, there are other models
that can be employed, including for example, risk models
and bioaccumulation models (ecosystem scale modeling). Each
has a relevant role to play in increasing our knowledge and
understanding of marine litter transport, and the development
and employment of different modeling approaches depends upon
the questions asked, the region studied, and the overall aim of the
research.

Currently, knowledge on plastic in the oceans is insufficient to
accurately estimate the total plastic budget and we are unable to
measure ocean (micro) plastic directly at scale. Modeling allows
us to make estimates and predictions outside of where we have
data and facilitates our ability to run process studies. With models
we can focus on major drivers at a global scale and potentially can
scale these down to consider local processes. There currently exist
global data on wind, tides, waves, pressure, and other processes
that are identified as critically important. The challenge is how to
bring these typically coarse data sets down to the coastal or finer
scales and thus apply them to improve our understanding of the
factors that drive debris movement at regional and local scales.
While there may be some loss in resolution through such scaling
to consider smaller geographic regions, these approaches will
nevertheless improve our ability to map risk—and impact—to
marine biota, regions, and ecosystems.
There is a big gap between presently used ocean circulation
models, commonly having 10-km horizontal and 10-m vertical
resolution (see Table 2), and operational activities that would
require 10-m details or even finer. Enhancement of numerical
models to this fine grid would also require O (1 mm)
vertical resolution and O (1 s) temporal resolution. With
the exponentially growing computer power, high-resolution
computation may become possible in some decades. However, it
will require development of principally new models that include
processes that are poorly understood today: e.g., momentum
injection by breaking wind waves, diurnal cycle in the ocean and
atmosphere boundary layers, etc. It is likely that such models will
have to use the full-complexity “primitive” equations and will
have to be coupled rather than forced models.
Forcing of the models will require a new generation of the
global observing system [currently monitoring the ocean at
O (100 km) resolution], designing satellite missions that can
measure smaller debris (currently available at 30 cm resolution),
measuring surface currents, as well as three-dimensional datasets
incorporating bottom and land topography.

TABLE 2 | Transfers from reservoirs to reservoirs, with the approaches required to increase our understanding and improve models.
Surface

Ocean floor

Surface

Lagrangian modeling,
field tracking exper

Lab exper/modeling/
empirical

Ocean
floor

(Lab and Field exper)

Field exper

Sediment

–

Ice

Modeling

Biota

Lab/field

Lab/modeling

–
Lab/field exper

Ice

Biota

Coastline

Modeling/Field
measure

Field measure/
Spatial analysis

Lab and field exper Lab exper/
modeling/empirical

Field exper

Empirical sampling

–

Water column

Lab/field exper

Field sampling of ocean
floor sediments

–

Field exper

Lab exper

Monitoring/
sampling of
sediment cores

Modeling/exper

–

–

Modeling/Field
obs

Field obs

Field obs

Modeling

Field obs

Field/lab/modeling

Lab/field/Spatial
analysis

Lab/field/Spatial
analysis

Field/lab/modeling

Field/lab/modeling Field/lab/modeling

Lab/field/Spatial
analysis

Coastline Field, Modeling
Water
column

Sediment

–
Lab/modeling

Lab/field/Spatial
analysis
Coastline Monitoring
for sediments

–

Lab/modeling

Field obs

Field/lab/modeling

–

Lagrangian
modeling, field
tracking exper

Dashes indicate a lack of direct interaction between compartments (e.g., movement takes place through an intervening reservoir; see Figure 1).
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One large uncertainty is in the rate of suspension/resuspension
off/on shore. Can we establish a reasonable loss term for coastal
regions? If so, what would be required? Adding a loss term
would be an improvement and having data from standing stock
surveys to look at the Coast-Ocean-Coast (C-O-C) suspension
and resuspension would be critical.
To address the C-O-C knowledge gap, one way forward would
be to have a transfer function from the coast to ocean and back
again. Perhaps the best way to incorporate this into existing
models is to find locations where there are long term data of
coastline litter stocks. However, most coastal debris or clean
up data focuses on macro rather than micro debris. Analysing
such an empirical data set, coupled with relevant covariates
(wind speed, direction, tides, etc.) would be useful. The ideal
data set would be a long time series with frequent sampling
intervals.
We further suggest that understanding marine micro-plastic
movement would benefit from models that incorporate wind,
waves, tides, data on rate, or frequency of active biofouling, and
the rates of fragmentation and the processes leading to increased
or decreased fragmentation (e.g., solar radiation; Isobe et al.,
2014). To improve our knowledge modeling efforts would ideally
be able to draw on a comprehensive list of datasets. These data
sets would be geographically dispersed, long term, and with a
high frequency of data collection.

Further, information about marine debris (sources,
composition, fragmentation, fouling, sinks, etc.) will also
be needed at the corresponding space-time resolution. Highresolution modeling can be done in selected regions but, because
of the open boundary conditions and Lagrangian dynamics of
the debris, these regions can’t be small.
Nested modeling, cascading from relatively coarse resolution
in the open ocean to fine resolution near critical locations may
optimize the use of resources. While the greater the resolution
is needed to include important dynamics, the importance of
acknowledging the significant contributions to be made with
coarser resolution (both vertically and horizontally) cannot be
overstated.
Tracing plastics back to their sources is often highlighted by
researchers and policy makers as critical. This can be difficult in
part due to variability between and within regions, which is often
greater than realized. Models can, however, be tuned to consider
empirical data collected in various regions (e.g., incorporating
country, region or basin specific inputs, waste mismanagement
and other covariates). Even in the absence of complete data (e.g.,
information from all regions), including sparse or incomplete
data can still prove valuable.
Overlapping spatial mapping of marine litter (i.e., from
accumulation models) with species distributions, vulnerable
species or environmental sensitivity maps facilitates our ability to
quantify the risk of plastics to biodiversity and marine ecosystems
(see Hardesty and Wilcox, 2017). Dynamically modeling the risk
or impacts becomes critically important not only for individuals
and populations, but also for marine species that are exposed
to multiple threats to survival and persistence. Identifying key
geographic regions and taxa at higher or lower threat from
marine plastics (e.g., Schuyler et al., 2015; Wilcox et al., 2015) can
provide a useful lever to drive policy.
Where possible, researchers should aim to validate models
with independent data. Independent validation of models can be
used to not only increase model utility and confidence in results,
but also increases our understanding of uncertainty. Quantifying,
and indeed, acknowledging uncertainty in model solutions can
help identify research opportunities and key knowledge gaps.
Validating models against empirical data may also yield greater
insights to processes, highlight regions or taxa of greater (or less
than) predicted risk, provide additional opportunities for policy
impact, as well as improve model calibration.

CONCLUSIONS
Our understanding of litter sources, fate and movement
is rapidly advancing. This is an exciting time in marine
debris research as it is a growing speciality that can adapt,
integrate and benefit from learning from other related research
areas. While there remain a number of knowledge gaps
with respect to marine litter modeling, there are significant
advancements that can be, and are being, made in our
understanding. Importantly, many of these advancements are
being applied to underpin and inform policy and decision
making at several scales, and we are seeing an increase in a
collaborative approach to addressing the issue. While global
plastic production continues unabated, the public’s interest in
and appetite for engagement through volunteering and citizen
science can provide both broad and deep opportunities for
data collection, high quality modeling, outreach, and behavioral
change.

KEY CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
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Presently, many current simulations conserve the total number
of particles (e.g., there is no loss, as in the adrift framework;
van Sebille, 2014). To improve on this, parameterizations of
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needed. Appropriate data will be required in order to develop
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data. Additionally, many simulations employed include surface
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One of the first and most significant improvements would
be to add a loss term to look at losses in the environment.
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