Butts, balloons, and beads harmful to area beaches

The Sandusky Register

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Office of Response and Restoration Marine Debris Program has recently raised awareness of the prevalence of cigarette butts, damages of balloon releases and the need for greater efforts to reduce plastic pollution:

Cigarette butts: Smokers, many of whom wouldn’t consider throwing other pieces of trash into the lake or out the car window, seem to consider cigarette butts as acceptable litter. The rest of us don’t understand how an estimated 600 million butts tossed onto the ground or into the water each year are acceptable. Smokers: feel free to comment on why this is OK. Fish, birds and other animals can ingest these non-biodegradable pieces of cellulose acetate and the accumulated toxins, including heavy metals, tar and nicotine with lethal results. Efforts by 480 volunteers of the Columbus-based Kick Butt Organization collected 165,643 butts along 158 highway entrance/exit ramps on March 28. After over 25 years of beach clean ups, the Ocean Conservancy has picked up over 60 million cigarette butts — making them the most numerous litter item — in fact making up 32 percent of all trash picked up. The Keep America Beautiful organization also reports that 40 percent of all highway litter items are butts.

Balloons: Helium-filled balloons pose a much more serious and urgent danger to mankind than their unsightly litter. The world’s supply of the gas, used for weather balloons, welding, LCD screens, fiber optics, computer microchips and medical instruments such as MRIs and respirators is diminishing. Helium is a rare natural resource formed from radioactive decay deep within the earth, found while drilling for natural gas from Montana to Texas. Currently, 75-to-80 percent of the world’s supply is currently in storage in a Texas cave with the rest in Russia and the Middle East. It is extremely expensive and difficult to artificially produce, so once our estimated 30-to-40 year supply is consumed, it is likely gone for good. Balloons cause thousands of power outages annually when their attached strings entangle and short out electrical wires. Aircraft have also been disabled after sucking them into their engines. Nonetheless, well-publicized releases are still performed to remember a lost loved one, or at sporting events and business openings. Since 70 percent of the earth surface is covered by water, chances are good that they will land in the oceans or other waterways. The latex, rubber or Mylar material that balloons are constructed from cause choking hazards to turtles, birds, marine mammals and fish that mistake them for a jellyfish dinner. The attached strings often wrap around fins, beaks or necks and can cut through their skin and flesh. BalloonsBlow.org argues that helium-filled balloons should be banned everywhere, “because after all, it’s simply littering”

Microbeads: Microbeads and plastics, such as those used in facial scrubbing creams, toothpastes and clothing material are too small to be removed during sewage treatment and enter the aquatic food chain. There, they are consumed by aquatic worms, mussels and small fish, sometimes causing blockage of their intestinal tracts. According to preliminary observations by the ODNR, Division of Wildlife Fisheries biologists in Sandusky, these beads have not yet been seen in the stomachs of Lake Erie fish. The material readily absorbs pollutants, concerning scientists who fear that this will lead to contamination of fish which consume them. As a few states have enacted bans on products containing microbeads and a national ban is being discussed, some cosmetic manufacturers have announced their intentions to discontinue them. Newer observations show that much of the micro-pollution comes from plastic fibers lost in washing machines from clothing. Clothiers are being asked to switch to materials that do not disintegrate so easily.

The Ohio Lake Erie Commission (OLEC), based in Sandusky has announced its list of beach cleanups for this year’s Coastweeks, a national celebration of our water and shorelines. Ohio’s 2015 clean ups are being hosted by OLEC, the Greater Cleveland Aquarium and Partners for Clean Streams, including:

· Old Woman Creek, 9-11 a.m., Sept. 12

· Lakeview Park Beach, 10 a.m.-12 p.m., Sept. 16

· Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge, 10 a.m.-12 p.m., Sept. 19

· Maumee River, Partner for clean streams (eight locations), 8:30 a.m.-1 p.m. Sept. 19

· Mentor Marsh, 9 a.m.-12 p.m., Sept. 19

· Edgewater Beach, Greater Cleveland Aquarium, 10 a.m.-12 p.m. Sept. 20

The once-popular Put-in-Bay underwater clean up that annually attracted hundreds of volunteers was discontinued in 2011 because to concerns about the divers being exposed to toxic algae. Last year, 1,406 Coastweeks volunteers collected 13,128 cigarette butts, 5,280 plastic bottles, 4,299 plastic grocery bags, 3,403 cans and other items totaling 17,638 pounds. Volunteers wishing to help this year are asked to pre-register by going to signuptocleanup.org.

