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Notes from a Green & Blue boat 
Despatch 1: UK reflections 

 
“Shoo! Shark, Shoo!” It’s not often when watching wildlife that I want the animal to turn 
and move away from me. Thankfully the shark was no scarier than a giant sieve drifting 
along the tide lines, looking for his dinner and I was too big for the sieve and he was 
more interested in plankton.  
 
The scariest moment was when the unsuspecting basking shark almost swallowed a 
discarded plastic bag – whether he avoided it intentionally or the hand of fate stepped 
in and advised against it, who knows. But at least we were able to retrieve said bag and 
dispose of it properly.  
 
See, I’m all for protecting the blue stuff; saving the seas and all who swim in it, for the 
protection of those who sail on it and live off it. (Which nicely includes everyone – every 
single person on the planet) And every other living thing too. Even if you live hundreds 
of miles from the sea, the oceans affect your life. All the atmospheric systems are driven 
by currents and oceanic cycles; plenty of us enjoy eating seafood and readers of this 
despatch are most probably partial to a spot of boating too. It’s all about collective 
responsibility in my eyes – if we all do our bit to tidy up and dispose of waste and litter 
correctly, to prevent leakages and spillages then less rubbish will make it into the water. 
It’s not just because of my biologist hat that I am a campaigner for clean seas – it makes 
perfect sense on a number of levels: aesthetics, economics and ethics.  
 
Recreational boaters may only account for a fraction of the litter entering the sea but 
this does not make it OK to throw your boat’s gash can overboard. ‘Small bag of rubbish, 
massive ocean’. ‘Compost makes a nice meal for the fish’ No, no, no and NO! The latter 
persists for a long while and may disturb the ecosystem balance by increasing nutrient 
levels above normal. Bring in the algal blooms or critters which thrive on it and you’ve 
just reduced the water quality. No one likes swimming in poop so bilging out needs to 
be done responsibly too. Back to my first point - rubbish being dumped over board. 
Now, we all like finding a pretty bit of gnarled drift wood on the beach but who would 
like to take home a piece of drift-plastic for the coffee table? Not quite so appealing, 
thank you. 
 
 The problem with the wonderful stuff we call plastic is that it does not degrade, 
meaning that the masses and masses swirling about in the seas or washing up on 
beaches will persist in the environment for years. Five centuries of years in fact. All the 
while looking unsightly, causing injury or starvation in wildlife, fouling props and 
contaminating food sources due to their absorptive properties. Bearing that in mind, 
who fancies mackerel pate infused with PCBs and mercury? Again, not too appealing. So 
you will not be surprised to hear how the air turned blue when I found out that the 
Skipper’s recycling policy onboard a yacht passage I made in the summer involved 
throwing glass, cans and cardboard over board. ‘It will sink’, she cried! It may well sink 
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but it may well wash up onto beaches too or be eaten by predators mistaking the shiny 
tin can for fish, for example. Having put my side of the debate to the floor the best I 
could do was a clandestine filtering operation to hide everything for recycling ashore. I 
found it despicable that someone could be so naïve – especially as skipper apparently 
encouraging good practice among her paying crew.  
 
 
The summer holidays of my degree years were perfect – sailing in the Hebrides with a 
marine mammal research crew. One of our monitoring objectives was to report litter 
sightings, with a view to assessing the local distribution and occurrence of marine litter. 
Considering we were just a tiny boat surveying vast stretches of sea, we saw masses. 
Everything from bags and bottles, packaging and crates, netting and gear to the more 
bizarre freezers and furniture – which in itself was only the top of the dump, the rest 
submerged beneath the surface, building up on the seafloor. In the case of plastics, an 
astonishing and worrying amount makes up a huge proportion of a plankton trawl too – 
ground up into tiny pellets, some so small you can only make them out under 
microscope. The latter is bad news for planktivorous creatures and seabirds who 
mistake them for fish eggs and gobble them up. My compadre out on the boat was 
researching the effect of this plastic problem on breeding colonies of kittiwakes – the 
results made grim reading. A stomach analysis of a dead albatross chick is just as gutting 
– tampon applicator, plastic bottle tops, plastic bag.  
 
My most poignant moment with marine litter is a tie between two events. 
Chronologically, the first was finding an Olive Ridley turtle coming ashore to nest on a 
beach in Mexico. Normally a beautiful and wonderful sight. Instead it was gruesome as 
we cut away at the yoke from a 6 pack of beer which was wound tightly round its neck. 
The second was a whale sighting in Scotland. Again, normally a brilliant sight. This was 
my first minke whale. Sadly also my first trapped whale – the poor beast was caught in 
some ghost fishing gear. Ghost because it has come away from it’s initial set and drifts 
with the currents in the water column – literally a death trap. There was nothing we 
could do to free it and my hope is that it either freed itself or died quickly so as not to 
suffer.  
 
 
My next trip will be a solo voyage across the Indian Ocean - one hundred plus days 
aboard my tiny rowing boat. Just in the same way that everything goes out to see with 
me, everything will come back with me too. And in the same way I will make my journey 
fairly slowly – one day at a time, so too can boaty folk make a difference to the health of 
the blue stuff – one small action at a time. So if I can row this ocean, you can definitely 
inject a bit of green & blue into your boaty ways.  
 
Next despatch from the Indian Ocean. 
www.sarahouten.co.uk 

http://www.sarahouten.co.uk/
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Sarah Outen © A green & blue boat  

 
 
Sarah Outen © Sea bird colonies are very vulnerable to increased levels of plastics in the seas 
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Sarah Outen © Planktivorous basking sharks ingest plastic in their foraging for plankton 
 
 
 
 
 
 


