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Surface-towing plankton net:
1.0 m x 0.5 m mouth, 0.335 mm mesh

Traditional measurements of ocean plastics



Global measurements of floating microplastics
> 10,000 plankton net tows since 1986



Microplastics floating in western North Atlantic
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Floating plastics in Gulf of Maine

Data set:

517 plankton net tows

June 1987 – July 2022

• > 50% tows contained 
no plastic

• 1,341 plastic particles
• Mean concentration: 
1,510 particles km-2
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Gulf of Maine vs. “Garbage Patch”
Concentration of floating plastics

GULF OF MAINE
• 571 net tows

• > 50% of tows contained 
no visible plastic

• Mean concentration: 
1,510 particles km-2

GARBAGE PATCH
• 1,022 tows

• 7% of tows contained 
no visible plastic

• Mean concentration: 
28,400 particles km-2



Gulf of Maine vs. “Garbage Patch”
Particle characteristics

Plastics collected in the Gulf of Maine are larger and more diverse in morphology

Plastics floating in the Gulf of Maine are “younger” than 
those in the subtropical gyre.



Rozalia Project

Shoreline debris in the Gulf of Maine



Summary and Policy Implications

In the offshore waters of the Gulf of Maine:
• Concentrations of floating microplastics are very low
• Physical characteristics of floating plastics suggest they have spent 

less time in the environment than those in the “garbage patch”

On Gulf of Maine shorelines:
• Large plastic debris is abundant, and has been for decades
• Most common items are associated with food/food packaging, and 

fishing activities

Policy measures could aim to minimize intentional losses, and 
provide support for environmental cleanup activities.


