
	

 
 

PLASTIC BEACH PROTOCOLS 
 
Beach sampling allows us to collect data from sandy beaches next to oceans, lakes, 
and rivers; we can use this information to monitor global and regional trends in plastic 
pollution.  
 
TERMINOLOGY 
 

• Debris: Scattered fragments of natural or synthetic material. 
• Macroplastic: Plastic fragments larger than 5 millimeters. 
• Microplastic: Plastic fragments smaller than 5 millimeters. 
• Millimeter: Unit of measure 1/10th of a centimeter. 
• Styrofoam: Officially, this is “expanded polystyrene” but it’s more commonly 

referenced by its brand name.  
 
In depth: Polystyrene is a plastic that’s primarily made with styrene, which is a 
proven animal carcinogen and probable human carcinogen, and can migrate from 
containers into food and drinks when it comes in contact with fatty or acidic foods. 
When expanded with air, polystyrene becomes Styrofoam, identified by the number 
“6” in the chasing arrow symbol. The manufacture of polystyrene releases greenhouse 
gases that harm the ozone layer and contribute to global warming; the EPA ranks 
polystyrene manufacturing as the 5th worst industry in terms of hazardous waste 
creation. Styrofoam is rarely recycled, because it’s difficult for most facilities to 
process it; because it’s so lightweight and breaks easily, Styrofoam often falls into 
storm drains and washes out to sea. In fact, Styrofoam is the second most common 
form of plastic found on our beaches. 
 

• Wrack line: The area of the beach where debris from the last high tide is 
visible. 

• Back beach: The edge of the beach furthest away from the water, designated 
by vegetation, a seawall or road. 

• Middle beach: The area between the wrack line and back beach. 
 
In depth: Three zones will be established on a 100-meter stretch of beach. In order to 
randomly evaluate plastic pollution, select four numbers between 0 and 100. Then 
place three quadrants along an imaginary perpendicular line to the shore in each of 
the zones. A total of 12 one-meter by one-meter quadrants should be analyzed. 
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SUPPLIES (PROVIDED PER GROUP) 
 

• 100-meter measuring tape 
• 5-gallon bucket 
• 1 mm metal sieve 
• 4-meter string 
• Clipboard  
• Sample Jar 
• Plastic Beach Sample Identification Chart 

DIRECTIONS 
 

1. Choose your quadrant. 
2. Create a one-meter square with the string. 
3. Fill the bucket half full with seawater. 
4. Using hands, scoop the top one-inch layer of sand inside the square, and 

deposit the sand into the bucket. The sand should sink to the bottom, while the 
plastic and other debris will float. 

5. Two participants should hold the sieve, while a third pours the water and 
plastic out of the bucket, being careful not to pour out the sand. 

6. Using your fingers, remove all natural debris from the sieve. 
7. Collect the plastics into the sample jar and attach the sample chart for later 

analysis. 
8. If there are less than 12 groups participating, move to another quadrant and 

repeat the exercise, using a new sample chart. 
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PLASTIC BEACH SAMPLE IDENTIFICATION CHART 
 
DATE: BEACH NAME:  
CITY, COUNTRY:   
PUBLIC or PRIVATE SANDY or ROCKY RIVERS and/or OUTFALLS 
SITE USE: HIGH or MEDIUM or LOW  
DATE OF LAST RAIN:   
TIME OF LAST HIGH TIDE:   
GPS TRANSECT START:   
GPS TRANSECT END:   
BEACH WIDTH:   

 
Bonus: If you are able to visually identify the product, type and/or brand of 
plastic, consider using the Litterati app to share this data with the world! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


