David Paylor Keynote Address
Second Virginia Marine Debris Summit, Wednesday, March 8

Good morning. I am pleased to be able to welcome you to Day Two of the Second Virginia Marine Debris Summit. I understand that the afternoon sessions yesterday were informative and the discussions they provoked lively, and I expect more of the same today and tomorrow. I appreciate your being here. 

As environmental leaders, you are aware there is a growing understanding of the enormous impacts of marine debris in our oceans and coastal waters. 

While some people might think that “Marine” debris is coming from boats and vessels out at sea, the term actually refers to the final resting place of much of our plastic litter, derelict fishing gear and other trash. Research suggests that the vast majority of plastic items and trash in our coastal waters comes from land-based sources, that is, parking lots, streets and sidewalks. It comes from people who litter and from overflowing trash cans. 

As environmental leaders you also know our water resources are all connected, and our interlocking watersheds mean that we all live upstream and downstream from somewhere, and the ocean is our ultimate repository.  

In Virginia and throughout the country, data also show that an enormous amount of our drinking- and food-related packaging ends up in the environment. Smoking-related litter is a big issue too. Added to those are water-based sources of marine debris such as derelict crab pots and other fishing-related gear. 

Furthermore, debris in the ocean can also come from airsheds. For example, helium-filled balloons have been documented to travel hundreds of miles from their point of release. If you drive past the cotton fields of southeastern Virginia, you may see plastic bags snagged on cotton plants and in trees. Lightweight items like plastic bags and balloons can travel great distances, ending up in the ocean and looking like a nice jellyfish lunch to unsuspecting sea turtles.  

The bottom line is that marine debris has enormous impacts on wildlife, habitat, our economy, and human health and safety.

The first Virginia Marine Debris Summit was held three years ago and led to the development of the Virginia Marine Debris Reduction Plan, which was discussed yesterday. There are more than fifty action items in the Plan, all aimed at reducing the amount of trash and litter entering our rivers, the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean from both land-based and water-based debris sources.

The Plan has five main goals: Leadership, Prevention, Interception, Innovation and, Removal and Cleanup. 

It is fitting that the first goal of the Plan is leadership. While many have worked on separate aspects of marine debris for quite a while, I would like to recognize the leadership of Laura McKay and the Virginia Coastal Zone Management Program, which is housed at DEQ, who brought together diverse stakeholders that led to the Plan’s development. As you are probably aware and may have heard yesterday, I am proud to be able to say that it is the first such plan on the East Coast. 

As I mentioned, this is not a new issue, and I would be remiss without recognizing the long-term leadership of many entities within Virginia on this subject, including our hosts VIMS, Clean Virginia Waterways at Longwood University (led by Katie Register), DEQ’s water and land protection programs, and the local governments and nonprofits that organize litter prevention and cleanup events. And of course, we are thankful for our federal partners, especially NOAA and EPA, both represented here today, for their continued collaboration and support of our efforts.

Last fall, I was honored to be invited by EPA Administrator Gina McCarthy to Washington DC to attend a dialogue with corporate leaders on how the country can achieve trash free waters. Three topic areas were addressed: (1) cutting edge and futuristic technologies and materials for short-term consumer products; (2) groundbreaking communication and compliance strategies that fundamentally affect behaviors; and, (3) proactive business programs to keep trash out of waterways. 

Not only was I impressed by level of understanding of the seriousness of the issue by the corporate leaders, but also by their commitment and the commitment of the Administrator to take bold steps to address it. 

Actions at the national and international levels will complement our efforts and ultimately help us all to achieve greater success. A good example of that is the US ban on personal care products containing plastic microbeads that will go into effect in July of next year. 

So, I have been asked to give you a sense of what we hope results from this Summit. Why are you all here? Well, as experts in the field, you are here to help the Commonwealth more effectively reduce the impacts of marine debris. That said, because our time together is limited, I challenge you to focus your discussions not on the sources and impacts of marine debris but rather the SOLUTIONS to this form of water pollution. To do that, I would suggest that you focus on three key goals of the Plan: Prevention, Interception and Innovation. 

The first goal I ask you to consider is Prevention. It is one of the most important goals in the Plan, and it is key to our success. Just as with other forms of pollution, prevention is less expensive than cleaning up afterwards. Prevention can be achieved by changing peoples’ behavior – for example, to stop littering or choose re-usable bags and bottles instead of single-use items. Another important prevention strategy is source reduction, or creating less waste in the first place. 

The next important goal is INTERCEPTION, which recognizes the important role that stormwater plays in moving littered items from our streets into our streams. As DEQ Director, I am very familiar with the challenges accompanying stormwater management, as DEQ is the lead agency for developing and implementing statewide stormwater programs. I know that localities across Virginia are grappling with the issue and looking for new ways to intercept pollutants. Clearly there is a need for our next goal – INNOVATION.

Today you will hear from many speakers about INNOVATION and ways we can change the way we do things in order to create less waste, and increase our reuse and recycling of resources.  

So, you have your work cut out for you. I applaud your commitment and appreciate your taking time to work on this important issue. You certainly couldn’t have picked a more inspirational location to discuss trash free waters and marine debris! 

I will leave you with one final thought, and that is that as the Summit continues, keep in mind that the Virginia Marine Debris Reduction Plan was crafted as a dynamic plan. This is definitely not a one and done, and there will be hits and misses for sure, but with your help and leadership, I am sure Virginia will make good progress toward cleaner waterways and a cleaner ocean. 

Thanks again, and I look forward to hearing the results of your work this week. 
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