
 

Managing Ocean Pollution:  
Radioactive Materials, Oil and Plastic Waste 

Introduction: The world’s oceans are under increasing pressure from human activities. 
Around 80% of marine pollution comes from land-based sources, while the rest comes 
from shipping, offshore industries and dumping at sea. Ocean pollution damages 
ecosystems, threatens biodiversity, affects food security and harms coastal economies such 
as fishing and tourism. Three major forms of ocean pollution are radioactive waste, oil 
pollution and plastic waste. Each has different causes, impacts and management 
strategies, and geographers must evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of both local and 
global responses. 

Radioactive Waste: One major form of ocean pollution is radioactive contamination. 
Radioactive waste enters the oceans through nuclear accidents, dumping, nuclear fuel 
processing and industrial activities. Unlike many pollutants, radioactive materials can remain 
dangerous for decades or even centuries. The most famous example is the Fukushima 
nuclear disaster in Japan in 2011, caused by a powerful earthquake and tsunami. The 
disaster damaged the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant, releasing contaminated water 
into the Pacific Ocean. Around 300 tons of radioactive water leaked into the ocean, while 
ocean currents spread radioactive particles across large areas of the Pacific. The disaster 
severely affected Japan’s fishing industry, as radiation levels in some fish exceeded legal 
safety limits. Marine ecosystems were also impacted because radioactive substances 
accumulated through food chains, affecting larger fish, marine mammals and eventually 
humans. 

Several strategies have been used to manage radioactive pollution. A local strategy at 
Fukushima involved building underground frozen soil walls to stop contaminated 
groundwater spreading further. This was relatively cheap, quick and effective in the short 
term. However, it was only a temporary solution and did not fully prevent contamination of 
groundwater. Another important local initiative involved filtering contaminated water using 
technologies such as activated carbon filters, ion exchange filters and reverse osmosis 
systems. These methods successfully removed much of the radioactive material from the 
water. However, they also produced large amounts of radioactive sludge and contaminated 
protective clothing that had to be safely stored. This shows the difficulty of managing 
radioactive waste because even cleanup creates additional hazardous materials. 

At the global scale, international agreements such as the London Convention and the 1996 
Protocol have attempted to reduce ocean dumping of radioactive and hazardous waste. 
These agreements classify dangerous substances and ban or tightly regulate dumping at 
sea. Global monitoring by organizations such as the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) also helps improve safety standards. The strength of these global agreements is that 
they encourage cooperation and create international rules. However, enforcement remains 
difficult, especially in poorer countries where monitoring and waste management systems 
may be weak. Illegal dumping can still occur, and some radioactive waste already dumped 
into oceans may remain dangerous for thousands of years. 



Oil Pollution: A second major form of ocean pollution is oil pollution. Oil enters the 
oceans through tanker accidents, offshore drilling, leaking pipelines, shipping activities and 
everyday urban runoff from roads and vehicles. Although dramatic oil spills receive the most 
media attention, scientists estimate that most oil pollution actually comes from small-scale 
everyday human activities. Oil pollution harms marine ecosystems because oil coats birds’ 
feathers and mammals’ fur, reducing insulation and causing hypothermia. Fish and shellfish 
can also suffer from poisoning, reproductive damage and reduced survival rates. 

One well-known case study is the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico in 
2010, when an offshore drilling platform exploded and released millions of barrels of oil into 
the ocean. Another regional example is the Rayong oil spill in Thailand in 2013, which 
polluted coastal waters and damaged tourism and fishing industries around Koh Samet. 
These examples show how oil spills can have both environmental and economic impacts. 

Local management strategies for oil pollution often focus on rapid response and cleanup. 
Methods include floating barriers called booms, skimming ships, dispersant chemicals and 
beach cleanups. In Thailand, cleanup operations following the Rayong spill attempted to 
contain oil before it spread further toward tourist beaches. The strength of local responses is 
that they can reduce immediate damage and protect sensitive coastal areas. However, 
cleanup is often extremely expensive and rarely removes all the oil. Chemical dispersants 
may also create additional ecological problems because they break oil into smaller particles 
that spread through the water column. 

Global strategies include stricter international shipping regulations and improved tanker 
design. Following major spills such as the Exxon Valdez disaster, many countries introduced 
laws requiring double-hulled oil tankers, reducing the risk of leakage during accidents. 
International conventions such as MARPOL regulate pollution from ships and limit dumping 
of oily waste at sea. The strength of these global approaches is that they have reduced the 
number of large tanker spills over time. However, weaknesses remain because oil demand 
continues to grow globally, offshore drilling continues in risky environments, and enforcement 
varies between countries. 

Plastic Waste: The third major form of ocean pollution is plastic waste. Plastic pollution 
has become one of the most visible environmental issues in the world. Plastics enter the 
oceans from rivers, storm drains, landfills, fishing industries and coastal tourism. Ocean 
currents concentrate floating plastics into massive gyres such as the Great Pacific Garbage 
Patch, which is estimated to be roughly twice the size of Texas. Plastic pollution harms 
marine ecosystems because animals mistake plastics for food or become entangled in waste 
such as fishing nets and plastic bags. Sea turtles, seabirds, whales and seals are particularly 
vulnerable. Plastics also break down into microplastics, which can enter marine food chains 
and eventually affect human health. 

One local strategy for managing plastic pollution is community-based cleanup organizations 
such as 4Ocean, which organizes beach and ocean cleanups while raising awareness on 
social media. Another innovative strategy is the use of seabins and floating barriers to 
collect plastic waste from harbors and coastlines. These approaches are useful because 
they involve local communities and can remove visible waste quickly. However, they are 
often small-scale and cannot solve the overall global problem. Technologies such as the 



Ocean Cleanup Project, developed by Boyan Slat, aim to collect large amounts of plastic 
from ocean gyres using floating barriers powered by renewable energy. This system has 
shown promise but struggles to remove microplastics and depends on expensive technology 
and support ships. 

Global strategies for plastic management include bans on microplastics and single-use 
plastics. For example, the UK banned microbeads in cosmetics to reduce the number 
entering rivers and oceans. Many countries have also introduced taxes or bans on plastic 
bags. These strategies can significantly reduce waste and encourage companies to redesign 
products. However, weaknesses include uneven adoption between countries and continued 
growth in global plastic consumption. Developing countries may also lack recycling 
infrastructure and waste management systems. 

Conclusion: Overall, managing ocean pollution is extremely challenging because oceans 
are interconnected and pollution often crosses national borders. Local strategies are 
important because they allow rapid responses and community involvement, but they are 
often limited in scale. Global strategies are essential because pollution is an international 
problem, yet enforcement and cooperation remain inconsistent. Radioactive waste, oil 
pollution and plastic waste each require different management approaches, but all 
demonstrate the need for stronger international cooperation, improved technology and more 
sustainable patterns of production and consumption. Effective management will depend not 
only on cleanup efforts, but also on reducing pollution at its source through prevention, 
regulation and education. 
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