
Marine debris is  
any persistent solid material  
that is manufactured or  
processed and directly or indirectly, 
intentionally or unintentionally, 
disposed of or abandoned into the 
marine environment or the  
Great Lakes. July 2011

During the 2005 hurricane season, Hurricanes Katrina 
and Rita inflicted severe damage on the Gulf of Mexico 
coastal region and deposited huge amounts of debris over 
large areas of the Gulf nearshore waters.  This submerged 
marine debris posed a persistent hazard to commercial 
navigation, fishing activities, recreational boating, and 
living marine resources. A collaborative effort between 
NOAA’s Office of Response and Restoration and Office 
of Coast Survey, the team is working with federal, state, 
and local stakeholders to provide ongoing support to the 
recovery efforts in the Gulf of Mexico.

Project Description
In an effort to address marine debris impacts on the Gulf 
Coast, Congress tasked NOAA in July 2006 to conduct 
survey and mapping of nearshore waters impacted by 
Hurricanes Katrina and Rita to facilitate debris removal. 
The NOAA Marine Debris Program led the coordination of 
this effort. 

Phase I: Survey work began in August 2006 using side-scan sonar to image the sea floor and locate 
marine debris in Alabama, Mississippi, and eastern Louisiana. Sounding measurements were also taken to 
determine the depth of each object. By the end of Phase I (December 2007), 735 square nautical miles had 
been surveyed with over 5,000 submerged potential debris items (referred to as targets) identified, entered 
into a database, mapped, and posted on the project website to advise fishers and boaters of the submerged 
objects, and assist with U.S. Coast Guard (USCG)-led marine debris removal activities.

Phase II: In 2008 and 2009, Phase II of the project focused exclusively on 
Louisiana. Integrating lessons learned from Phase I of the project, NOAA 
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staff maintained a consistent field presence to coordinate with the 
USCG, Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), and 

Louisiana Department of Natural Resources (LDNR) the survey 
of Louisiana nearshore waters, map the identified targets, 

and post them on the project website.  Targets requiring 
additional investigation were re-surveyed with multi-beam 
sonar, which provides a more accurate contact depth as 




