
 

MARINE DEBRIS REMOVAL BEST  
PRACTICES 

 

The action agency or project proponent shall implement the following mitigation measures and 
best practices to minimize risk from marine debris to protected species under the jurisdiction of 
NOAA Fisheries Southeast Regional Office (SERO) Protected Resources Division (PRD). 

Priority Measures and Response Planning 

The responding agency should contact and coordinate with NOAA Fisheries Southeast Regional 
Office (SERO) Protected Resources Division (PRD) for all these Best Practices that are targeted 
for project specific technical support, to help identify any sensitive habitats (e.g., hardbottom, 
coral reefs, seagrass, mangroves) at risk, and to discuss specifics of the response operation in 
order to select which Best Practices are most appropriate or develop those that are relevant to a 
particular response as necessary. 

Best Practices 

In addition to the specific Best Practices described below, responding agencies and personnel 
shall implement all relevant provisions of the following mitigation guidance documents: 

●​ NMFS’ Protected Species Construction Conditions, Revised: May 2021 

●​ NMFS’ Vessel Stike Avoidance Measures, Revised: May 2021 

●​ NMFS’ Queen Conch Survey, Construction Conditions, Relocation and Reporting 
Guidelines: January 2025 

The following Best Practices are applicable to all marine debris cleanup operations: 

●​ All personnel associated with the project will be instructed about the potential presence 
of species and critical habitat protected under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) and 
Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA), as well as Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) 
protected under the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act 
(MSA). All on-site project personnel will be responsible for observing work areas and 
activities for the presence of protected species and habitats.To familiarize removal 
operators as to which species and critical habitat may be found in the project area can be 
found here:  

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/outreach-materials/protected-marine-species-ide
ntification-guide-southeast-united-states 

https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-06/Protected_Species_Construction_Conditions_1.pdf?null
https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-06/Vessel_Strike_Avoidance_Measures.pdf?null
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2024-09/Queen-Conch-Survey-Construction-Conditions-and-Relocation-Guidelines.pdf
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2024-09/Queen-Conch-Survey-Construction-Conditions-and-Relocation-Guidelines.pdf
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/outreach-materials/protected-marine-species-identification-guide-southeast-united-states
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/outreach-materials/protected-marine-species-identification-guide-southeast-united-states


 

●​ Pre-removal surveys should be conducted in benthic habitats that may be disturbed by 
removal activities, spudding, or anchoring of vessels for sensitive habitats and queen 
conch. For projects located in areas where queen conch may be present, NMFS 
recommends following the NMFS’ Queen Conch Survey, Construction Conditions, 
Relocation, and Reporting Guidelines (January 2025). 

●​ When larger debris (or larger volumes of debris) are collected from debris piles on less 
developed lands, natural shorelines, in mangroves, or other forested areas, the debris piles 
would be lightly disturbed and/or small portions removed first, to allow any mobile 
protected species hiding in the debris to escape. Consider having a monitor stationed to 
alert the equipment operator if ESA-listed species are observed. 

●​ Before approaching any shoreline or exposed reef, debris removal personnel will examine 
the beach, shoreline, and any other visible land areas within the line of sight for 
ESA-listed fishes and sea turtles.  

●​ Avoidance of seabird colonies; and Avoidance of marine turtles and maintaining a 
minimum distance of 50 yards from all turtles.  

●​ In order to minimize the impact footprint of equipment, work from one location by 
grappling, hoisting, or lifting marine debris. 

●​ All trash resulting from marine debris removal activities would be removed from the area 
and disposed of in appropriate facilities, in accordance with applicable federal, state, 
local and/or territorial requirements. 

●​ Removal of marine debris shall require visual confirmation (e.g., divers, swimmers, 
digital confirmation, camera) that the item can be removed without causing further 
damage to natural resources. 

●​ If equipment must be lit at night or will be left staged overnight, lights would be masked 
or red lights would be used. 

●​ If the detection of ESA-listed species is not possible during certain weather conditions 
(e.g., fog, rain, wind), in-water activities would cease until weather conditions improve 
and detection is again feasible. 

●​ All vessels would follow marked channels and/or routes using the maximum water depth. 

●​ Any collision(s) with and/or injury to any sea turtle, marine mammal, ESA-listed coral, 
or other ESA-listed species occurring during marine debris removal activities shall be 
reported as soon as possible to NMFS's PRD via the NMFS SERO Endangered Species 
Take Report Form. 

●​ Explosives shall not be used for marine debris removal. 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2024-09/Queen-Conch-Survey-Construction-Conditions-and-Relocation-Guidelines.pdf
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2024-09/Queen-Conch-Survey-Construction-Conditions-and-Relocation-Guidelines.pdf
https://forms.gle/85fP2da4Ds9jEL829
https://forms.gle/85fP2da4Ds9jEL829


●​ In shallow waters, in order to minimize the potential for propeller wash damage to ESA 
resources, the use of propulsion systems and high revolutions per minute (RPMs) should 
be avoided. If this is not possible, then areas for these operations should be selected in 
coordination with NMFS and based on benthic surveys of the site. 

●​ Properly tie-down or secure all equipment in designated areas to prevent accidental loss 
of equipment into the water. Any debris that accidentally falls into the water during 
response actions should be retrieved immediately. 

●​ For every vessel used to collect marine debris, a crew member would be appointed as a 
look-out for sea turtles, whales, or other ESA-listed species. If spotted, the vessel will 
comply with the ESA and MMPA laws and Best Practices, including the NMFS’ 
Protected Species Construction Conditions, Revised: May 2021 and NMFS’ Vessel Stike 
Avoidance Measures, Revised: May 2021. 

●​ Bycatch trapped in derelict fishing gear or other debris will be released prior to removing 
the debris from the water. If a sea turtle is disentangled from fishing gear, this will be 
reported to your state Sea Turtle Stranding and Salvage Network coordinatore. To find 
the contact numbers for your state coordinator, visit 
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/marine-life-distress/state-coordinators-and-state-liaisons-s
ea-turtle-stranding-and-salvage-network  

●​ Do not trawl or use grapples for debris removal without a pre-survey or side scan sonar 
assessment of the targeted removal area. Removal operators would have appropriate 
training on the use/interpretation of side scan sonar and removal methods, and safety 
procedures. Trawls shall not be used on coral reefs, seagrass beds, or other sensitive 
areas. 

Best Practices Specific to Sensitive Habitats 

Sensitive habitats include coral reefs, hard bottom habitats, seagrass beds, floating vegetation 
areas (e.g, sargassum mats), mangroves, even if it is not designated critical habitat. Sensitive 
habitats also include all areas that are designated critical habitat. . NOAA offers the 
Environmental Sensitivity Index maps and data that can help identify at-risk resources to prevent 
or minimize impacts to sensitive habitats. If marine debris removal occurs near or within a 
sensitive habitat, the following Best Practices apply to activities in or adjacent to these areas: 

●​ Survey benthic habitats where marine debris removal  will occur or that may be disturbed 
by removal activities, spudding, or anchoring of vessels for sensitive habitats and queen 
conch. If there is a need to relocate conch, follow NMFS relocation guidance  NMFS’ 
Queen Conch Survey, Construction Conditions, Relocation, and Reporting Guidelines 
(January 2025). 

●​ Any collision(s) with and/or injury to any sea turtle, marine mammal, ESA-listed coral, 
or other ESA-listed species, or critical habitat occurring during marine debris removal 
activities shall be reported as soon as possible to NMFS's PRD via the NMFS SERO 

https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-06/Protected_Species_Construction_Conditions_1.pdf?null
https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-06/Protected_Species_Construction_Conditions_1.pdf?null
https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-06/Vessel_Strike_Avoidance_Measures.pdf?null
https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-06/Vessel_Strike_Avoidance_Measures.pdf?null
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/marine-life-distress/state-coordinators-and-state-liaisons-sea-turtle-stranding-and-salvage-network
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/marine-life-distress/state-coordinators-and-state-liaisons-sea-turtle-stranding-and-salvage-network
https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/resources/environmental-sensitivity-index-esi-maps
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2024-09/Queen-Conch-Survey-Construction-Conditions-and-Relocation-Guidelines.pdf
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2024-09/Queen-Conch-Survey-Construction-Conditions-and-Relocation-Guidelines.pdf
https://forms.gle/85fP2da4Ds9jEL829


Endangered Species Take Report Form. 

●​ Marine debris removal activities would be accomplished with the smallest equipment and 
number of persons needed, including hand crews and the use of SCUBA where possible, 
to minimize disturbance of habitat (especially when working within critical habitats). 

●​ Temporary buoys will be used to mark the ingress/egress path, if applicable, to assist in 
staying on course and to avoid the areas with the greatest extent and quality of sensitive 
habitats. 

●​ Monofilament, rope, derelict fishing gear, or other entangling debris will be carefully cut 
loose from coral (ESA-listed or non-listed) so as not to cause further harm. Under no 
circumstance will lines be pulled through coral since this could cause breakage of coral. 

●​ If marine debris is wedged among, embedded, or has been overgrown by coral, leave it in 
place to avoid further damage; however, loose pieces would be cut away to decrease 
entanglement risks and further damage to coral. 

●​ Marine debris will be lifted straight up and not be dragged through seagrass beds, coral 
reefs, coral, or hardbottom habitats. If equipment cannot be used to lift debris up, the use 
of lift bags, rollers, equipment mats, and other methods would be evaluated to minimize 
impacts. Trawling also cannot be used as a means of marine debris removal in sensitive 
habitats. 

●​ Prior to hoisting, refloating, and removing marine debris, crews would evaluate the 
immediate area and determine an ingress/egress path that will have the least impact on 
sensitive habitats. This would include using SCUBA divers/snorkelers when applicable, 
particularly in coral, hardbottom, and seagrass habitats. Review of habitat maps, 
bathymetric charts, aerial photography, remote sensing images, and other appropriate data 
would also be used. 

●​ If marine debris cannot be removed without causing harm to surrounding habitat 
(especially as it relates to sensitive habitats, ESA-listed and non-listed corals, critical 
habitat primary constituate elements or essential features , or Essential Fish Habitat ), the 
item will be disassembled as much as practicable so that it no longer can accidentally 
harm or trap ESA-listed fish and sea turtle species and marine mammals. 

●​ In shallow nearshore areas with sensitive habitats, prioritize land-side access and 
removals from roads, bulkheads, or other developed or disturbed areas for marine debris 
removal. 

●​ Mangrove trimming would be implemented as minimally as possible and unnecessary 
trimming avoided. Mangrove trimming will be limited to instances where trimming will 
lessen mangrove impacts during debris removal (e.g., trimming branches penetrating the 
hull of a derelict vessel or tangled in vessel rigging to prevent further breakage or tearing 
of branches or uprooting of the tree), or where trimming is necessary for temporary 

https://forms.gle/85fP2da4Ds9jEL829


access or debris removal pathways. Mangrove prop roots and pneumatophores would not 
be trimmed or excessively trampled. Field operators are made aware of and advised that 
state guidance on approved trimming methods and requirements will be followed in such 
cases. State guidance on approved trimming methods and requirements must be 
followed.For debris removal in Florida, NMFS recommends following Florida 
Department of Environmental Protection regulations on mangrove trimming: 
https://floridadep.gov/water/submerged-lands-environmental-resources-coordination/conte
nt/mangroves 

●​ The removal of forested vegetation would be limited to fallen trees only, and only if 
required to remove marine debris; otherwise, leave fallen trees in place (also applies to 
mangroves). 

●​ Avoid and minimize digging, excavation, jetting, use of pump hoses on sediments, and 
similar methods in and/or near sensitive habitats. If such methods must be used, turbidity 
barriers would be deployed, even when working on bare sand, as applicable, and mud 
bottoms (see turbidity control measures, above). When using these methods, permits may 
be required (see USACE and State permitting, above). 

●​ Field operators must have appropriate technical expertise, especially around ESA-listed 
corals and critical habitat. Operators of vessels must be qualified to operate the 
equipment to avoid vessel grounding, scarring by the bow, keel, propeller, or skeg, and 
propeller washing in sensitive habitats (e.g., corals, hard bottom, mangroves, and 
seagrasses); 

●​ Do not anchor or spud vessels or place equipment on coral, hardbottom, or seagrasses. 
Ensure that any lines and equipment is secured so that it cannot drag or snag in sensitive 
habitats. Any lines between vessels, equipment, or anchors shall have floats attached to 
keep lines or cables off of coral reef, hardbottom habitat, or seagrasses.Booms, lines, and 
other equipment must be made of materials that reduce the risk of entanglement of 
marine species. Keep all in-water lines (rope, chain and cable; including the lines to 
secure boom, buoys, anchors, etc.) stiff, taut, and non-looping. 

●​ If spudding on seagrasses cannot be avoided (no spudding on coral reefs is allowed): 

o​ Divers must fill spud holes to grade with clean sand from nearby sources to 
minimize impacts. 

o​ Operators of vessels would move barges and large vessels from over seagrasses 
and reposition over bare mud or sand substrates when not conducting marine 
debris removal activities where spudding is needed. Barge staging areas would be 
located outside of sensitive habitats (e.g., seagrass). 

o​ Vessels cannot remain in place over seagrass beds for more than 72 hours to avoid 
shading impacts to seagrasses and corals. 

●​ Operators of vessels must use existing mooring balls when available. 

https://floridadep.gov/water/submerged-lands-environmental-resources-coordination/content/mangroves
https://floridadep.gov/water/submerged-lands-environmental-resources-coordination/content/mangroves


●​ The response area should be surveyed daily by divers to ensure proper placement of 
anchors, lines, and other equipment, and to remove debris and other materials to avoid 
damage to ESA resources, including corals, sea turtles, and designated critical habitat. 

●​ In areas where sea turtle nesting occurs and adjacent areas, if debris removal activities 
occur during nighttime, then masking of lighting, as much as is practicable, should be 
required on all construction equipment (e.g., barge) and support vessels. This may 
include the use of amber, orange, or red lighting, which are outside of the nesting sea 
turtle and hatchling visual spectrum. 

●​ Ensure vessel sewage is not discharged in sensitive habitats and is otherwise in 
accordance with applicable regulations. 

●​ Prohibit towing of nets or trawling for marine debris removal without first contacting 
NOAA PRD’s emergency consultation email: nmfs.ser.emergency.consult@noaa.gov. 
NOAA will then recommend best practices specific to towing nets and trawling at that 
time. 

For additional information, please contact NOAA Fisheries SERO 
PRD at: 

NOAA Fisheries Service Southeast Regional Office 263 13th Avenue South 
St. Petersburg, Florida 33701 Tel: (727) 824-5312 

Visit us on the web at Protected Marine Life in the Southeast 
(https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/region/southeast#protected-marine-life) 

 

mailto:nmfs.ser.emergency.consult@noaa.gov
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/region/southeast#protected-marine-life
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/region/southeast%23protected-marine-life
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