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Millions of tons of buoyant plastic materials enter oceans annually, the majority
originating from terrestrial sources and transported to oceans where oceanographic
processes disperse or accumulate them. Some of these materials beach while others
accumulate in convergent zones in coastal seas and the open ocean. Although
accumulations associated with subtropical gyres, for example, the “Great Pacific
Garbage Patch” (GPGP) are well-known, coastal accumulation zones have received
less attention. Here we report quantities and characteristics of plastics accumulated
in fronts encountered within the Ashmore Reef marine park (Pulau Pasir), northern
Australia. These areas, as well as surrounding waters, were sampled using Manta
trawls, drone, and snorkel surveys conducted in October 2018. With mean plastic
concentrations of 523,146 pieces km~2 for plastics > 500 micron these hotpots
contained plastic concentrations an order of magnitude higher than surrounding waters
(16,561 pieces km~2) and comparable to the largest known accumulation zone: the
GPGP. Furthermore, the mean mass within hotspots was 5,161 g km=2 vs. 9 g km~2 in
surrounding waters. Therefore, we classify the features described in this study as types
of “Coastal Garbage Patches” (CGPs). Importantly, the coastal fronts accumulating
plastics in CGPs are key habitats for many marine species. Biomass outnumbered
plastics by weight, with a ratio of 0.521 in CGPs and 0.016 in surrounding waters
vs. 287.7 recorded in the GPGP. Polymer types found between the CGPs and GPGP
were similar, but plastic fims vastly dominated in the CGPs, whilst they were amongst
the rarest types found in the GPGP. This study demonstrates the existence of CGPs
coinciding with high priority conservation zones in coastal waters and highlights a need
for further research into these environments.

Keywords: fronts, plastic pollution, marine debris, garbage patch, films, coastal hotspot

INTRODUCTION

Fossil fuel-based polymers are a group of very useful materials commonly known as plastics.
Through reusing and recycling processes, these materials offer many societal and economic benefits
(Andrady and Neal, 2009). However, the current reality is that the vast majority of the plastics
produced are only used once, before they are either burned or disposed of in landfills, dumps,
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waterways, and oceans (Geyer et al, 2017). Environmental,
societal, and economic consequences of this linear process of
production, use, and disposal are significant. They include air
pollution, marine transport of invasive species, pathogens, and
other pollutants, as well as damage to organisms via plastic
entanglement and ingestion (Lemieux et al., 2004; Gregory, 2009;
Wright et al., 2013; Zettler et al., 2013; Vethaak and Leslie, 2016;
Virsek et al., 2017).

Global plastic production has been growing exponentially,
from 2 million metric tonnes (Mt) in 1950-380 Mt in 2015
(Geyer et al., 2017). Polyethylene (PE) and polypropylene (PP)
are the most common polymers, making up nearly 50% of all
plastics, with 2015 production of 116 and 68 Mt, respectively
(Geyer et al,, 2017). Due to their relatively low density and
high production percentages, PE and PP are by far the most
common polymer types found floating in the worlds oceans
(Morét-Ferguson et al., 2010; Hidalgo-Ruz et al., 2012; Reisser
et al, 2013, 2014; CObzar et al., 2014; Lebreton et al., 2018).
With more than 8 million Mt of plastics entering the oceans
annually from coastal populations, and assuming that production
proportions are a good indicator for waste proportions, at least
4 million Mt of buoyant PE and PP would annually enter and
accumulate in sea surface environments (Jambeck et al., 2015).
Yet a global assessment estimates that there is only 250,000 Mt
of plastic floating in sea surface waters (Eriksen et al., 2014). The
discrepancy between these values poses one of the most elusive
questions to plastic pollution researchers (Thompson et al., 2004).
A few recent studies have sought out potential explanations for
this discrepancy, such as pelagic particle feeders transporting
plastic particles vertically (Choy et al., 2019), nano-fragmentation
due to weathering (Ter Halle et al., 2016), and the beaching and
accumulation of plastic debris on sandy shores (Eriksson et al.,
2013). However, these mechanisms do not sufficiently explain the
~4 orders of magnitude discrepancy between plastics outputs to
oceans and those found floating at sea (Lebreton et al., 2019). This
is particularly enigmatic, as plastics have been found to be far
more persistent in surface waters than previously thought (Erni-
Cassola et al., 2019). A key reason for the discrepancy of inputs
and plastics found in the neuston layer is hypothesised to be due
to greater research focus on large-scale convergence areas. While
oceanic gyres and basin-wide studies have sampled and modelled
accumulation and retention of plastics in the neuston layer of
accumulation zones in offshore areas for a number of years, there
is little to no comparable research effort in coastal convergence
areas (Vegter et al., 2014; Lebreton et al., 2019).

Most plastics entering the ocean originate from land and
are transported to the sea by rivers (GESAMP, 2017). Once at
sea, physical processes that lead to convergent flows are one
of the most important features for buoyant material transport
and accumulation. Convergent flows promote downwelling
conditions, but as buoyant materials do not sink, they accumulate
along the boundary. The formation of garbage patches at the
centre of sub-tropical gyres are due to such largescale convergent
flows. Here, wind driven Ekman transport converges at the centre
of the sub-tropical gyres creating downwelling conditions. In
the open ocean, as well as on continental shelves, convergent
flows occur along fronts. By definition, fronts form a boundary

between two distinct water masses, or a region where the rate
of change of selected physical properties is much greater than
the surrounding areas (Bowman and Esaias, 1977; Belkin et al.,
2009). Fronts occur on a variety of spatiotemporal scales: from
hundreds of meters to many thousands of kilometres. Some
are short-lived, but most are quasi-stationary and emerge at
the same location when conditions are favourable, and some at
seasonal time scales (Belkin et al., 2009). Fronts are considered
oases in the ocean, where enhanced nutrient supply through
convergence stimulates an increase in biological production at
different trophic levels, as well as increasing the export of carbon
to deeper waters and overall biogeochemical cycling (Owen,
1981; Belkin et al., 2009; Sarma et al., 2015; Woodsona and
Litvinb, 2015; Baltar et al., 2016; Sarkar et al., 2019). Aggregations
of plankton, larvae, eggs, and buoyant debris are often found
at the surface, whilst predators such as fish, birds, turtles and
mammals are found above and beneath the front (GESAMP,
2017). The same mechanisms that create these oases, flow
convergence, also act to accumulate buoyant plastics (Van Sebille
et al., 2020; Pattiaratchi et al., 2021). Coastal fronts and their
potential to accumulate and retain debris, have been less of a
focus at meso and sub-mesoscales. Albeit being studied through
numerical simulations (D’Asaro et al, 2018), more targeted
research has been proposed to understand patterns of pollution in
coastal environments over time and interactions with biological
productivity (Clark et al., 2016).

There are many types of fronts, which form through different
physical processes. They include river plumes, both at the
bottom (Acha et al., 2003) and at the surface (Luketina and
Imberger, 1989; O’Donnell et al., 1998; Karati et al., 2018; Cole
et al., 2020), shelf-sea tidal fronts (Simpson and Hunter, 1974;
Nahas et al., 2005; Sharples and Simpson, 2009), shelf break
fronts (Sharples and Simpson, 2009), upwelling fronts (Brink,
1987), and those formed through interaction between flow and
topography (Wolanski and Hamner, 1988; Pattiaratchi, 1994).
Thus, buoyant plastic material discharged from a river may
accumulate at a number of different frontal systems in surface
waters before they sink, reach oceanic gyres, or beach.

Here we describe and characterise plastic pollution hotspots
within coastal fronts we encountered around Ashmore Reef
(Pulau Pasir), hereafter “Coastal Garbage Patches” (CGPs).
Firstly, we quantified, characterised, and compared plastic within
CGPs to surrounding waters at Ashmore Reef. Secondly, we
compared quantities and characteristics of CGP plastics to those
from the largest accumulation zone in the open ocean: the Great
Pacific Garbage Patch (GPGP).

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study Site

Ashmore Reef (Pulau Pasir) is an IUCN class 1a Marine reserve
located at the edge of the Indian Ocean and Timor Sea,
approximately 170 kilometres south of the Indonesian Island
of Roti and 320 kilometres northwest of Australia (Parks, 2013;
The Department Of Infrastructure Transport Cities and Regional
Development, 2016). Ashmore Reef falls within Australian EEZ
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waters granting traditional access rights to Indonesians for fishing
and gravesite visits. It has achieved its protection status due to
(1) the high biodiversity of significant fauna, ranging from coral
and other invertebrates to pelagic vertebrates, such as endangered
locally nesting sea turtles and sea birds, and (2) its extraordinary
cultural value to Rotenese traditional fishermen (Richards et al.,
2009). Ashmore Reef is located in the Eastern Indian Ocean
between Indonesia and Australia (Figure 1). This area dominated
by geostrophic flows from the Pacific into the Indian Ocean
(Molcard et al., 1994; Yit Sen Bull and van Sebille, 2016). It has
a number of interconnected lagoons with several outflows. As
described by Wolanski and Hamner (1988) in areas like this,
where topography interacts with a prevailing current, complex
secondary downstream currents form through a phenomenon
known as the island mass effect (Hamner and Hauri, 1981).
Particularly reefs that consist of lagoons, where water may
separate from the ocean and the physical characteristics of the
lagoon waters may change. For example, temperature may change

due to heating, as well as salinity due to evaporation. The
water may also become more turbid through the presence of
organic and/or inorganic material. Thus, when the water exits the
lagoon it has different water characteristics to the surrounding
ocean water. As a result, coastal fronts are formed creating
slicks at their boundaries (Wolanski and Hamner, 1988). The
outflows from the lagoon dissipate with the tide to either side
of the island depending on the dominant wind regime and
create multiple fronts, however, these fronts are not primarily
wind driven, and can exist in the absence of winds as well
(Wolanski and Hamner, 1988).

Field Methods

From the 2nd to the 7th of October 2018, we conducted a field
campaign aboard the MY Pangaea Ocean Explorer that sampled
various sites at Ashmore Reef (Pulau Pasir), located in north-
western waters of the Australian EEZ (Figure 1). Here, a number
of CGPs were encountered with visible accumulated plastics,

N
e~ 7

ASHMORE REEF
& East Islet
Midde Islet

Drone survey

Monta Trowl survey
© Storr of Drone survey
® Start of Manta Trawl survey
® Snorkeling survey

feeding along a CGP.

FIGURE 1 | Study area: (A) Map of Australia showing the location of Ashmore Reef (Pulau Pasir). (B) Ashmore Reef, showing sites surveyed via drone flights
(n = 13), Manta net tows (n = 13), and snorkelling surveys (n = 12). Locations of coastal garbage patches (CGPs) sampled are indicated with asterisks (*). Scale in
bottom right corner = 4 km; (C,D) close-up photographs of the CGPs taken from the vessel. (E) Still photograph from drone footage capturing two sea turtles
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organisms, and feeding megafauna. We subsequently targeted
these CGPs for sampling, alongside randomly selected areas in
surrounding waters (Figure 1). We carried out 13 sea surface net
tows using manta trawls (n = 8 in CGPs, n = 5 in surrounding
waters), 13 drone surveys using a Phantom 4 Pro v2 (n = 6 in
CGPs, n =7 in surrounding waters) and 12 snorkel surveys (n =6
in CGPs, n = 6 in surrounding waters).

Sea surface net tows were carried out for ~0.5 h each while
navigating at ~ 3 knots in a straight line using a Manta trawl (500
micron mesh = 0.05 cm minimum plastic size retention, 90 cm x
15 cm mouth). Recordings included GPS coordinates for the start
and end of each tow, date, duration, wind speed, wave height,
and sea state (Beaufort state). All sampling occurred during
daytime hours. To minimise cross-contamination the following
steps were taken after each net tow: first, the tow net was rinsed
with seawater, the single-use cod-end detached, securely sealed
and placed in an individually labelled zip-lock bag. The zip-lock
bags were then stored in a —20°C freezer and later transported
to the laboratory for further analysis. Whenever the scientific
crew of the Pangaea Ocean Explorer visually identified a CGP,
the crew navigated to the centre of the CGP and sampled in
a straight line following the direction of the front boundary.
Sampling in a straight line is common procedure with manta nets
as it facilitates less error in calculating area covered. However,
since the boundaries at fronts curve and meander, rather than
present in straight lines, sections of the convergent boundaries
were missed during sampling by design. This means that this
sampling procedure will give a conservative estimate of total
plastics accumulated within the CGPs.

Whenever the wind was lower than 19 knots, drone surveys
were conducted at the same dates and locations as the Manta
trawl surveys. These aerial surveys utilised a Phantom 4 Pro v2
drone to quantify debris > 5 cm. Each aerial survey had ~0.25 h
duration. The drone flew in automatic mode at 20 m altitude.
Each flight started and ended above a ruler placed on a support
vessel’s lowest deck—near water level. The ruler was used to
ensure consistency in altitude and to calibrate measurements.
NADIR images were taken with 85% frontal overlap at equal time
intervals. After each aerial survey, the footage was transferred to
an external hard drive and the initial and final coordinates of the
survey flight, date, and duration were recorded in Excel.

A total of 12 snorkelling surveys were carried out around
Ashmore Reef (Figure 1B). Snorkelers randomly collected plastic
pieces found at or just underneath the sea surface to gather more
large debris. The plastics were stored in separate zip lock bags for
each location and the coordinates, date, time and sample ID were
recorded. Snorkelling samples were stored in a freezer until ready
to be transferred to the laboratory.

Laboratory Methods

Each trawl sample was defrosted and sieved into the following
size categories: 0.05-0.15 cm, 0.15-0.5 cm, 0.5-1.5 cm, and > 1.5
cm. Plastic pieces > 1.5 cm were measured with a ruler and
further divided into size categories of 1.5-5 cm, 5-10 cm, 10-50
cm, and > 50 cm. Once re-floated with artificial seawater, samples
in each sieve were visually inspected for a minimum of 30 min (by
BC, SH, and volunteers). To avoid cross-contamination all sieves

used to separate size classes were thoroughly washed after each
use. Each piece was counted and visually sorted into the following
types and subtypes: H type (hard plastic, plastic sheet or film), N
type (plastic lines, ropes or fishing nets), P type (pre-production
plastic pellets), F type (foam material), O type (other). Plastics
within our smallest size class (0.05-0.15 cm) were not categorised
by subtype due to the difficulty in handling these small fragments.
Then plastics were stored by type in separate, pre-weighted single
use petri dishes or aluminium trays to avoid cross-contamination.
Samples were dried in the oven at 60°C for 3 h and their dry
weight used for all analyses. Additionally, the biomass collected
in each sieve size was weighed, both wet and after drying for
12 h. The scales were cleaned thoroughly between each sample
of plastic and biomass weighted. Five pieces for each size and
type class physically sampled at Ashmore Reef (n = 30 pieces)
were randomly selected for polymer composition analysis using
Fourier transform infrared spectrometry (FT-IR) and compared
against spectra from the Perkin-Elmer ATR of Polymers Library.

Two trained observers (SH, BC) analysed all the DJI Phantom
2 drone footage to record plastics in the size classes 10-50 cm
and > 50 cm. The observers took a conservative approach:
they only logged debris when they were very confident with its
identification. To begin with, a subset of images was analysed
by SH and then separately reanalysed by BC. Comparison of the
identified objects showed good overlap, assuring reproducibility
between observers. Following the same procedure as used in
Lebreton et al. (2018), the maximum length and width of plastics
were measured using pixel to centimetre conversion (Pix4D,
2019). Top-view length and width were measured and used for
mass estimations following the predictive functions shown in
Lebreton et al’s (2018) Supplementary Material, as well as a
new predictive function for type “film” plastics (Supplementary
Figure 1 in Supplementary Material). For this new function,
a subsample (n = 31) containing various plastic film sizes
collected during our snorkelling survey were selected, measured
in their maximum dimensions and dry-weighted. This plastic
film dimensions x weight data was used to create a linear
regression (> = 0.88) yielding weight estimates for film debris
found in the drone imagery, which were previously lacking due
to paucity of film debris in the GPGP.

Snorkel samples followed a similar protocol to trawl samples
for size, type, colour, and weight recording. Importantly, the
recording protocol for snorkel samples focused more specifically
on written information found on plastics to determine likely
source countries from inscriptions. We recorded production and
expiry dates, “made in” country statement, language and polymer
type, before returning samples back to the freezer.

Data Analyses

Numerical (pieces km~2) and mass (kg km~2) concentrations
of plastic were calculated by dividing the number and mass of
plastics within each type and size category by the total area
covered by the survey (Manta trawl or drone flight). Additionally,
numerical and mass concentrations were corrected for wind
mixing following Lebreton et al.’s (2018) (Supplementary Table 7).
To calculate proportions of different plastic subtypes, such as
films, CGP debris in the size categories 0.05-0.15 cm and > 50
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cm were excluded, due to difficulty of distinguishing microscopic
debris and lack of sufficient sample size, respectively. To calculate
concentrations we included debris from Manta trawls for sizes
0.05-5 cm and from drone surveys for debris > 5 cm.

RESULTS

Quantities
In waters surrounding CGPs the mean numerical and
mass concentrations of plastics (> 500 micron) was 16,561

pieces km™2 (min—max range = 1,873-49,909 pieces km™2,
median = 7,005 pieces km~2) and 9 g km~2 (2-16 g km~?,
median = 5 g km~2), respectively. Mean numerical and mass
concentrations within the CGPs were 523,146 pieces km ™2
(50,537-2,337,963 pieces km~2, median = 56,045 pieces
km~2, Figure 2A) and 5,161 g km~2 (24-31,849 g km~2,
median = 577 g km™2), respectively. The mean biomass available
in CGPs was 173 g (median = 137, max = 702, min = 14) vs.
57 g (median = 9, max = 230, min = 3) in surrounding waters.
The average plastic to biomass ratio for the CGPs was 0.521
(median = 0.101, max = 2.491, min = 0.003, std = 0.87), while in

COASTAL GARBAGE PATCH

N 7% 9a%

GREAT PACIFIC GARBAGE PATCH

0.3%

99.7%

W PLASTIC [1BIOMASS B MICROPLASTICS 1 PLANKTON

10000000
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PACIFIC 015 05 an
1000000 = £
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FIGURE 2 | Plastics within a coastal and an oceanic plastic poliution hotspot. (A) Plastic concentrations (pieces/km~2) within a coastal (Ashmore Reef) and an
oceanic (Great Pacific Garbage Patch-GPGP) “garbage patch” showing comparable orders of magnitude and proportions across all size classes (micro-, meso-,
macro-, and megaplastics). Boxplots represent numerical concentrations for CGP (min, med, max, and SE), and blue dots are mean numerical concentrations for
GPGP, as reported by Lebreton et al. (2018). (B) Proportion (in dry weight) of plastics and biota (>0.5 mm), as well as microplastics and plankton (0.5-5 mm) from
within CGPs (“coastal”) and GPGP (“oceanic,” Chen et al., 2017). (C) Frequency of occurrence of plastic films and hard plastics within plastic type H collected in
Ashmore Reef CGPs (“coastal”) and the GPGP (“oceanic”). (D) Photographs of some plastics type H collected within Ashmore front (“coastal”) and GPGP
(“oceanic”), demonstrating the dominance of hard plastics within GPGP and plastic fims within CGPs.
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surrounding waters it was 0.016 (median = 0. 007, max = 0.03,
min = 0.001, std = 0.02). This means that CGP waters contain
~ three times as much biomass as surrounding waters. They
also contain ~ twice as much biomass as plastic (Figure 2B),
whereas in surrounding waters plastic makes up under 2% of
the mass. The average areas covered by the trawl (n = 13) and
drone (n = 13) surveys were 0.0025 km? (range = 0.001-0.0038,
median = 0.0025 km?) and 0.0203 km? (range = 0.013-0.024,
median = 0.021 km?), respectively.

Characterisation

Out of the CGP subsample analysed by FT-IR, 73.3% were PE
and 23.3% were PP. The dominant type of plastics found in the
CGPs sampled for this study was film (2,974 pieces, 83.6%). Other
plastics included 5.7% hard/rigid (202 items), and 0.4% foam
fragments (13 items) (Figure 2C). Identifiable plastic objects
found in the CGP were predominantly single use packaging
films, followed by Styrofoam cups and bottle lids in much lesser
numbers (Figure 2D). Some debris collected during snorkelling
surveys included production or expiry dates and geographical
origin evidence. We found items with expiry dates of 2012, 2016,
2018, and 2019. One third of all snorkel survey objects recorded
(n = 124) had legible writing (n = 41). Hundred percent of those
either stated that the object was “Made in Indonesia” (54%) or
had other inscriptions in Indonesian language (46%).

DISCUSSION

Quantities

The most outstanding finding of our field campaign was the
encounter of Coastal Garbage Patches (CGPs), i.e., hotspots with
concentrations an order of magnitude higher than concentrations
in surrounding waters. CGPs had densities of 523,146 pieces
km~2 (range = 50,537-2,337,963 pieces km~2) vs. surrounding
waters with 16,561 pieces km~2 (1,873-49,909 pieces km™?2).
The mean concentration in waters surrounding CGPs was within
the range of pollution previously found in various coastal
areas around the continent (Reisser et al., 2013; Hajbane and
Pattiaratchi, 2017; Rudduck et al, 2017). The CGPs are a
result of coastal fronts within shallow waters of the Ashmore
Reef Marine Park (Richards et al.,, 2009). Ocean colour images
indicated that fronts were a common occurrence along edge
of the island, particularly to the west of the reef (Figure 3).
These features were present on different days predating and
following our sampling, when cloud-free satellite imagery were
available in the absence of cloud cover, although not directly
coinciding with the sampling period. The sea bed bathymetry
around the island is uniform and greater than 200 m depth
within 5 km of the atoll, and we are confident that there are no
sub-surface features that may contaminate the upwelling light
signal at that distance from shore. Using the suspended matter
in the outflow as a passive tracer, we could follow the water
circulation (e.g., Pattiaratchi et al., 1987; Pattiaratchi, 1994). The
imagery indicates that outflow from the lagoon to the north
was transported by the prevailing wind and tidal conditions
along the northern and eastern shore and was visible as a plume
of water to the west, as the lagoon water had different water

colour. Chlorophyll levels detected during days of our field
campaign also show these fronts (Figure 3B). Evaluation of the
composition of the suspended matter (i.e., suspended sediment
and/or phytoplankton) is outside the scope of this study.

Both mean and maximum numerical concentrations within
these CGPs were of the same order of magnitude as within
the GPGP: CGPs with 523,146 pieces km~2 (range = 50,537-
2,337,963 pieces km~2) and GPGP with 700,886 pieces km™2
(4,884-4,847,988 pieces km~2, Lebreton et al., 2018). Sampling
CGPs differed from Lebreton et al. (2018), most significantly in
terms of the scale of convergent features sampled. We targeted
multiple sub-mesoscale features (coastal fronts) rather than one
large synoptic feature (subtropical gyre) exhibiting the same
convergent processes (Pattiaratchi et al., 2021). Despite the
difference in scale, CGP concentrations were of the same order
of magnitude as GPGP concentrations across all size classes
(Figure 2A; Lebreton et al., 2018). CGP concentrations also
exceed the 334,271 pieces km~2 (31,983-969,777 pieces km™2)
previously reported by Moore et al. (2001) for the GPGP, and the
maximum of 580,000 pieces km~2 reported by Law et al. (2010)
for the North Atlantic. It is important to highlight, however, that
in terms of mass, the GPGP plastic weight estimate is significantly
higher at 69.58 kg km =2 vs. 5.16 kg km 2 for Ashmore Reef CGPs
(Lebreton et al., 2018).

Whilst numerical plastic loads in this CGP are comparable
to the GPGP, its plastic to biomass ratio is considerably
lower: 0.521 (Figure 2B). In the GPGP, the averaged ratio is
287.7 (max = 488.5, min = 129.2, std = 107.9). This means
that comparably more prey than plastic is available to sea
surface feeders in the CGP, which may have implications to
potential plastic-related chemical impacts (Koelmans et al,
2014, 2016). The chemical implications of ocean plastic
pollution are still poorly understood and more data on the
ratio of plastic and biota are needed to glean a better
understanding of specific exposure in different marine regions
(Chen et al., 2017).

At Ashmore Reef, surface feeders have ~twice as much
biomass available for consumption as plastic within CGPs,
whereas in surrounding waters plastic makes up under 2% of the
mass. This is significant, as many marine vertebrates associate
with frontal zones for foraging due to their highly accessible
biomass productivity, which is in stark contrast with nutrient
poor open ocean waters (Scales et al., 2014). This is particularly
true for productive coastal fronts, which are accessible to a
larger variety of vertebrates, rather than only far-ranging oceanic
predators and cetaceans (Scales et al., 2014; Woodsona and
Litvinb, 2015). This is supported by our observations of sea
turtles feeding in the CGP (Figure 1E) highlighting concerns
that interactions between plastics and animals are more likely
to occur in coastal areas. Whilst frequency and spatial location
of interactions between marine fauna and plastics are still
poorly understood, they are conceivably exacerbated where the
abundance and diversity of both marine fauna and plastics are
the highest (Critchell et al., 2019). Entanglement for example,
has already been reported in relation to nesting Brown Booby
(Sula leucogaster) colonies at Ashmore Reef (Lavers et al., 2013).
Suspected effects of plastics in regions of high productivity have
been reported for red phalaropes (Phalaropus fulicarius) as early
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11/09/2018

FIGURE 3 | Satellite images of Ashmore Reef showing presence of fronts. (A) False colour composite image taken by Landsat 8 Satellite on the 11/09/18, showing
the difference in reflectance associated with frontal boundaries at various points around Ashmore Reef nearly a month before our field campaign (available online:
https://eos.com/landsat-8/). (B) A 3 day composite image from Sentinel 3 of Chlorophyll a concentrations around Ashmore reef from the 6-8/10/18 showing the
frontal structures around Ashmore Reef and their associated higher productivity (available online: https://s3view.oceandatalab.com/).

as the early 1980s (Connors and Smith, 1982). Physical impacts of
plastic pollution, such as entanglement and ingestion, are likely
to occur more frequently in coastal convergence zones, making
them a key focus area for future plastic impact assessments.
Protected species of non-selective filter feeders, such as manta
rays and whale sharks, are known to aggregate and feed in frontal
zones, where they may encounter and ingest plastics in high
concentrations (Germanov et al., 2019). Whilst sampling during
daytime hours exclusively presents limitations on the capture

of biota within our sampling regime, the spatial variability in
plastic concentration and well as plastic to biomass ratios in
CGPs compared to surrounding waters is remarkable. Future
research would benefit from additionally addressing diurnal
patterns of plastic and biomass in coastal hotspots to further our
understanding of these systems, as would studies on the structure
of biofouling organisms, both of which were outside the scope
of this paper (Bravo et al., 2011; Fazey and Ryan, 2016a). The
relatively understudied Indian Ocean is famous for its high plastic
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waste input sources, and the formation of frequent oceanic fronts,
therefore research into CGPs in Indian Ocean fronts in particular
is highly recommended (Jambeck et al., 2015; van der Mheen
etal, 2019, 2020).

Characterisation

The majority of CGP plastics analysed by FT-IR were PE (73.3%)
and PP (23.3%). These findings are comparable with proportions
found in the GPGP, with 63.6% PE and 20.5% PP (Lebreton et al.,
2018). Whilst FTIR spectra showed no deviations in the sampled
polymer proportions between the CGPs and GPGP, we found
markedly different plastic types (Figure 2C and Supplementary
Figure 2). In contrast to widely sampled oceanic accumulation
zones, the dominant type of plastics found in the CGPs was
film (93%), whereas hard plastic made up merely 5.7%. In the
GPGP the most dominant type is hard plastics (151,579 pieces,
94.5%), whereas films were rare (1,008 pieces, 0.6%, Lebreton
et al,, 2018). In surrounding waters of Ashmore Reef, hard
plastic was marginally more common with 45% hard plastics
and 37% films. In contrast to the GPGP both the CGPs (1%)
and surrounding waters (14%) showed low presence of fishing
related debris in the shape of plastic lines or buoys, indicating
low fisheries related pollution sources. This partially explains the
outstanding difference in mass between CGPs and the GPGP. We
attribute this to the predominant CGP subtype of film having
lower density and weight than hard plastics and fishing lines.
These types dominated in the GPGP, where large ropes and
“ghostnets” made up 52% of the overall mass (Lebreton et al.,
2018). No exceptionally large and heavy ghost nets were found
in the Ashmore Reef study area.

The low detection of plastic films is also evident in other
open ocean basins (Morris, 1980; Law et al., 2010; Morét-
Ferguson et al., 2010; Eriksen et al., 2013). To date films or
soft plastics are often only reported as fragments or filaments,
even when identified as plastic bags or sheets, and particularly
when fragmented (Ryan, 1988; Chubarenko et al., 2016; Gewert
etal., 2017). Due to this significant inconsistency in the reporting
and quantification of films, it is unclear whether similarly high
proportions as found here are common in coastal waters globally,
despite evidence that open ocean waters lack high proportions
of plastic films at a global scale (Morris, 1980; Law et al., 20105
Morét-Ferguson et al., 2010; Eriksen et al, 2013). However,
most studies that do report high proportions of plastic films
in surface waters are located in shallow coastal areas, with
the notable exception of the Bay of Bengal (Nash, 1991; Thiel
et al., 2003; Ryan, 2013; Germanov et al., 2019). Fragmentation
rates of films suspended in seawater are low, and whilst it is
possible for plastics in coastal accumulation zones to beach and
fragment on sandy shores, films do not make up the majority
of plastic types washed up on beaches in the Indian Ocean
(Duhec et al., 2015; Imhof et al., 2017; Kalogerakis et al., 2017).
Therefore, we hypothesise that sinking is the most significant
process for removing plastic films from coastal waters, before
they reach oceanic basins in large quantities. Studies have
shown that thinner buoyant micro plastics in an experimental
setup have much shorter surface longevity than their thicker
counterparts (Fazey and Ryan, 2016a). Additionally, a clear trend

in films decreasing dramatically away from source locations was
observed in South Africa (Ryan, 2015). Films found sunk to
the seafloor in large quantities, because of biofilm formation
over short time periods have been reported as early as the
1970s in coastal environments (Holmstrom, 1975; Lobelle and
Cunliffe, 2011; Chubarenko et al,, 2016). This process may
be exacerbated in regions of high biological production along
coastal frontal systems, due to biofilm formation causing more
rapid sedimentation for particles with low buoyancy (Ryan,
2015; Fazey and Ryan, 2016a,b). Yet, an interesting finding here
is that debris with an expiry date dating 6 years back was
found during our field campaign. More thorough investigations
of specific plastic or object types, such as in Ryan (2020),
could also be applied to various CGP’s around the world in
future research. Ongoing research is required to improve our
understanding of biofilm growth and the effects on rates of
sinking across different plastic types in free-floating rather than
tethered experimental setups (Fazey and Ryan, 2016a). Another
factor that could explain films being removed from surface waters
before reaching oceanic gyres is that fauna may interfere and
exacerbate the process. A number of species, such as a variety
of sea turtles selectively target and ingest films in particular, and
could contribute to the breakdown and removal of films before
they reach oceanic waters (Mrosovsky et al., 2009; Tourinho et al.,
2010; Duncan et al., 2019).

Irrespective of the cause of plastic film losses from coastal
waters, the mismatch in film proportions between CGPs and
GPGP waters, in conjunction with the numerical concentrations
comparable to the GPGP found here is noteworthy. It may be
a possible clue to understanding global plastic distributions in
surface waters better, and coming closer to solving the mystery of
the “missing plastics.” Trapping and eventual removal of films in
CGPs associated with fronts all around the world could partially
explain the discrepancy between the 8 million Mt of plastics
entering oceans annually, and the ~250,000 tons of buoyant
estimated to be floating at sea from open ocean estimates (Eriksen
et al., 2014). Especially when we consider that roughly half (~4
million Mt) are non-buoyant plastics that sink immediately, and
films are dominant in coastal waters of various places around
the world (Nash, 1991; Thiel et al., 2003; Germanov et al,
2019). Plastic film production is roughly 37% of all PE and
PP plastics produced annually, therefore out of 381 million Mt
produced annually about 80 million are buoyant plastic films
(ECI, 2016a,b; Geyer et al,, 2017). Assuming that production
proportions roughly equal emission proportions for the ~8
million Mt entering our oceans annually, this would amount to
around 1.7 million Mt of plastic film entering coastal waters every
year. This figure is likely an underestimation, as plastic films are
of low value for recycling streams and therefore rarely salvaged
from waste streams (Merkl et al., 2015). When considering these
figures and that fronts commonly occur in coastal areas and at
many scales around the world, we may need to consider that
current modelling and fieldwork planning approaches may not
detect or lead effective capture of these environments.

All samples collected during snorkel surveys with legible
writing, had either Indonesian writing or “Made in Indonesia”
statements. This this result is expected given the location of
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the study site being close to the Indonesian mainland and
downstream of Indonesian Throughflow currents (van Sebille
et al., 2014; Yit Sen Bull and van Sebille, 2016; Wijeratne
et al, 2018). It is notable that this result indicates a single
source of debris, as opposed to mixed sources encountered
in other areas of comparable plastic loads such as the GPGP.
The closest major population area is Kupang in West Timor
at 230 km, making it the most likely primary source of
plastics encountered. The next closest cities are Dili in East
Timor at 490 km and Darwin in Australia’s Northern Territory
at 850 km. These locations are sources of lesser likelihood,
respectively, given the dominance of Indonesian writing and
“Made in” statements on debris recovered during snorkel surveys.
Additionally, recent modelling confirms that the majority of
transboundary plastics making their way into Australian waters
come from Indonesia (Galaiduk et al., 2020). Mitigation and
management of single sources of plastic are conceivably far less
complex than multi-source accumulations once plastics reach
open ocean waters. The shared access nature of Ashmore Reef
Marine Park under a Memorandum of Understanding between
Australia and Indonesia means that this mutually important
location can present a particularly interesting starting point to
develop and implement direly needed international collaboration
and transboundary governance approaches (Vince and Hardesty,
2017; Galaiduk et al., 2020).

FINAL REMARKS

In this paper we describe plastic accumulation hotspots in
Australian waters with concentrations comparable to the largest
accumulation zone in the open ocean; the so-called “Great Pacific
Garbage Patch” (GPGP, Lebreton et al, 2018). We compared
the characteristics of the observed CGPs, with those of GPGP.
In addition to high concentrations of plastics, the sites sampled
coincided with visible coastal fronts, which are considered
priority conservation areas, due to their ecological role as
foraging and migration habitats for mobile marine vertebrates
(Scales et al., 2014; Woodsona and Litvinb, 2015). The sampled
waters had much higher biological productivity and therefore
lower plastic to biomass ratio than the GPGP (Moore et al.,
2001). The differences observed between CGPs and surrounding
waters, as well as between CGPs and the GPGP are remarkable.
Furthermore, we found that while PE and PP in the form of films
dominated the CGPs, these debris types were rare in the GPGP,
in which PE and PP items with low surface to volume ratio (i.e.,
hard plastics and bundled fishing nets) were dominant.

Here we identified coastal fronts as accumulation zones of
buoyant plastics and these results may be applicable to similar
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