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Conservationists are concerned
by sightings of personal protec-
tive equipment (PPE) littered
along beaches, nature trails and
streets, with such items grow-
ing inubiquity.

While quantities of suchlitter
remain low, environmental
groupshere warnthat this could
just bethetipoftheiceberg.

Ms Sam Thian, founder of
Seastainable, said she has been
involved in beach clean-ups for
about 10 years, and it is the first
time she is seeing masks, gloves
and syringesonour shorelines.

MsThian, whohasconducted
10 beach clean-ups in small
groups at East Coast Park over
the last two weeks, told The
New Paper: “Wepickupthree or
four masks per clean-up. The
numbers aren’t big, but all of a
suddenweare seeingthesemedi-
calitemsonthebeachandif (the
pandemic) goes on, we could be
seeing more in time to come.”

Globally, PPE waste has been
showing up in water bodies and
on beaches. Indonesian
researchers found that medical
wasteamountedto16per cent of
total garbage floating in Cilinc-
ing and Marundariver estuaries
inMarchand April.

Last month, French non-
profit Operation Mer Propre
found dozens of gloves, masks
and bottles of hand sanitiser in
the Mediterranean and along
theshorelineofthe Coted’Azur.

Mr Benjamin Moody, co-
founder of Seven Clean Seas,
said his group has seen PPE lit-
tered along the coastlines of
Punggol and East Coast Park, as
well as at nature trails such as
ConeyIsland.

“While we cannot state that
the net amount of waste has
increased as of yet, I think for
South-east Asia as a whole, the
real effect of this pandemic on
pollution will be seen inthe not -
so-far future,” he said.

A spokesman for the Mar-

itime and Port Authority of Sin-
gapore (MPA) told TNP that it
hasnot observed anyincreasein
marine litter due to the
Covid-19situation.

Hesaid: “Marinelitterisgath-
ered along the shorelines when
currents, tides or winds wash
flotsam or debris towards the
shorelines. Hence, the volume of
marine litter along Singapore’s
shorelines fluctuates according
tothe monsoonseasons.”

A contractorengaged by MPA
removes flotsam fromtheseaon
a daily basis, reducing the
onshore accumulation oflitter.

(Left) A pair of N95 masks that Ms Sam Thian spotted during a recent beach clean-up at
East Coast Park. (Above) A surgical mask found among other pieces of trash at the park.
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Mr N. Sivasothi, coordinator
of the International Coastal
Cleanup Singapore, said large
pieces of plastic waste can
smothermarine habitats such as
mangrove patches, while sea
creaturesmayingest orbeentan-
gledinsmaller pieces withpoten-
tially fatal ramifications.

Ms Thian warned that high con-
sumption of single-use products
might inadvertently “become a
habit that we carry with us even
afterthe pandemicisover”.

Mr Moody said there needs to
be a shift in consumer habits to
usereusable face masksinstead.

Mr Sivasothi, who is also a
senior lecturer at the National
University of Singapore’s
department of biological sci-
ences, said that the appearance
of PPE along beaches and parks
highlights the link between
urbancitycentres and the sea.

He said: “When we don’t dis-
pose of our trash properly, it can
get into our drains, our reser-
voirs, our rivers, and then into
the sea. Thisisaclearindication
that whatever we do in our
urbanliving affectsthesea.”

wongyang@sph.com.sg




