
IMPORTANCE OF LOCAL SOURCE VERSUS LONG-RANGE 

TRANSPORT OF MARINE LITTER IN ARCTIC GREENLAND

1. LOCAL SOURCES VERSUS

LONG RANGE TRANSPORT

Marine litter pollution in the ocean has today also 
found its way in the Arctic marine environment.

Adding on to the potential long-range transport of 
especially plastic debris into the Arctic region, the 
local sources in some regions may also contribute. 

Studies on ingestion of plastic particles where conducted on the northern fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) from West Greenland collected in year 2000 and 2016.

2. BEACH LITTER SURVEYS
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31% - 39% % of the birds from 2016 contained more than 0.1 g plastic in their stomachs (i.e. above OSPAR EcoQO) indicating that seabirds in West 
Greenland are relatively highly exposed to plastic debris – also if compared with other Arctic fulmar data. However, only 4% in year 2000 !

It is found that the plastic particles are dominated by PE, PP and EPS polymers with densities < 1 g/cm3 (n = 427 identified with FT-IR) supporting that the 
main contribution originates from floating plastics. 

Industrial plastic pellets contribute with 7.3 % of the identified plastic particles, but there are no industrial plastic production in Greenland. They may 
therefore origin from fulmars foraging during other seasons in other parts of the North Atlantic.

The data established here for beach litter and fulmars can potentially be used as input for defining 
baseline levels for future spatial and temporal trend assessments in the region.
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Greenland: Baffin Bay and Davis Strait in 
West Greenland only get a minor input of 
North Atlantic ocean currents
- and therefore most litter found here
probably origin from inside this region. 

East Greenland is mainly affected by a 
coastal current from the Arctic ocean.

in West Greenland live ~90% of the ~56000 
citizens in Greenland.
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Ocean currents are an important pathway

for long-range transport of litter to Arctic

- but can local sources also be important ?
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Surveys performed at 17 beaches from 8 areas in 2016-
2017 according to OSPAR protocol for 100 m stretches.

Data suggest that the occurrence of relatively high 
amounts as well as the composition of beach litter in 
West Greenland relates more to local sources 

compared to in East Greenland, where the litter 
dominantly originates from sea-based activities and 
potential long-range transport.

WEST GREENLAND EAST GREENLAND

Significantly higher levels of beach litter
items are found at coastlines in West 
Greenland compared with East Greenland. 
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