
Atotal of 40 tonnes of marine debris, most of
which was plastic, was removed from the
western shores of Vancouver Island this

summer and fall. It was the largest marine debris
recovery operation undertaken in Canada.
The debris was collected over the spring and summer

by volunteers from the Vancouver Island Marine Debris
Working Group. As part of the clean-up, 350 bags of
debris and hundreds of strings of fishing floats were
lifted by a helicopter into a barge pulled by the tugboat
Westco Rogue in late September. The debris was then
taken to Richmond, where River Road Barge and
Transfer allowed volunteers to sort and store the debris
for recyling and repurposing.
The operation took most of a week, with the barge

making its way farther along the coast of Vancouver
Island each day. Weather was a challenge for the
group—the barge stage of the clean-up had been
planned to take place earlier, but fast winds and high
waves postponed the operations. A sorting  and recycling party
took place on October 1-2 in Richmond.

Tsunami Debris
A large portion of the debris collected orginated in Japan and
washed ashore in BC after the catastrophic tsunami that hit
Japan in 2011. In 2013, the Japanese government gave $1
million to the Canadian government to help the clean-up of
tsunami debris. These funds were transfered to the BC Ministry
of Environment to administer, who in turn passed them on to
various First Nations, municipalities and non-profit groups to
assist with clean-up efforts. 

Marine Debris Working Group
With funding now running out, groups across Vancouver Island
collaborated for one final clean-up push this year. The BC
Marine Trails Network Association, District of Ucluelet, Great
Canadian Shoreline Cleanup, Living Oceans Society, Nuu-chah-
nulth Tribal Council, Ocean Legacy Foundation and the
Surfrider Foundation all collaborated to form the Vancouver
Island Marine Debris Working Group (VIMDWG). 
Together, they pooled the last of the funds given to them by

the Japanese government and spent the spring and summer
collecting debris from all across Vancouver Island. In order to

save on costs, the groups came up with the GarBarge project,
which saw the single barge and tug making their way up the
coast of Vancouver Island, collecting the waiting debris.
‘It’s exciting to see this operation finally getting underway,’

said Karen Wristen, Living Oceans’ Executive Director, shortly
before the barge headed into action. ‘[We’ve] been planning this
since early in the year, working with the members of the
VIMDWG to develop the project, pull together information from
everyone about where they cached bags of collected debris, then
mapping the data and planning out the helicopter lifts with the
movement of the barge down the coast.’
Even with the last of the funding from the Japanese

government, it will be tricky for the working group to cover all
their costs. They’re also relying on the public for help with
fundraising.
‘Public donations are critical to the success of this operation

and we’re very grateful to those who have given so far,’ said
Wristen. ‘But we haven’t yet fully covered our estimated costs
and we’re really hoping people will continue to help us out.’
The Canadian Wildlife Service donated $7,000 worth of

helicopter time and FedEx donated volunteers and trucks to
help with the sorting. Other supporters donated $3,500.
Donations can be made online at www.livingoceans.org. 0
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