
How are Fishing Nets Contributing Towards Plastic Pollution and Is There a Solution to the 
Issue at Hand from the Perspective of a Designer? 

 
Abstract: 
It is currently recorded that 18 billion pounds of plastic is found in the oceans each year. 
Keeping our oceans clean and free from pollution, especially plastics, is of the utmost 
importance to me. As a frequent sea swimmer, paddle boarder and occasional surfer I am so 
grateful for our beaches and the ocean. Its protection and our consumption of plastics go 
hand in hand. As of 2018, 20,000 tonnes of litter are dumped into the North Sea each year 
(Fishing for Litter, 2021). Around 50% of this is a variety of plastics, and this is only 
pertaining to a small area of the world. A huge contributor to this vast quantity of plastic 
waste is the discarding of old or broken fishing nets; otherwise known as ‘ghost fishing gear’. 
Almost one half of plastic waste in oceans is accounted for in fishing gear (Chun, 2018). 
Therefore, tackling this issue would help to reduce plastic waste in the oceans by half. 
Plastics are incredibly damaging to sea life as they can become entangled or trapped in 
plastics or by ingesting them, endangering several species. Fishing for Litter found that 95% 
of fulmars in the North Sea have plastics in their stomachs and on average they have 33 
pieces each. ‘Fishing for Litter’, which is based in Scotland, has started working with 
fishermen to collect marine litter. Participating fishermen are given bags to collect waste 
which is then properly disposed of. It is currently active in Great Britain, Scandinavia and 
Western Europe. So far it has removed 800 tones of marine litter from the North Sea. Further 
afield, ‘Net-Works’ operates in 40 communities in the Philippines and Cameroon. The 
company aims at removing fishing nets from the ocean by working alongside local 
communities. The fishing nets are later turned into carpet tiles. Furthermore, another 
company, ‘Bureo’ uses collected fishing nets to create ‘NetPlus™’ material, which is 
generated into new products such as, Trek bikes, Skateboards and Patagonia hats. The work 
of these companies is both innovative and immensely beneficial to our wonderful planet. As I 
live near the sea, I am planning to dive into researching further fishing net recycling 
processes. I would also like to collect my own waste fishing nets and experiment with the 
ways in which I can re-use them, for example via dying processes, embroidery or weave in 
order to start about revitalising old items and products in order to stay within the realms of 
sustainability.   
 
Plastic, to me, is one of the largest issues affecting our planet. Campaigns readily tell us to 
go ‘plastic free’ and the overwhelming impact of plastic pollution in the oceans. The media, 
for example, blasts images of the sea filled to the brim with plastic bags and bottles. I am 
constantly conscious of the amount of plastic I am obtaining through food packaging. My 
collection of re-usable products is ever growing, for example, I have recently made the 
switch to using a bamboo toothbrush. The build-up of plastic in the oceans is of infinite 
concern, especially as these plastics break down into microplastics; “Micro plastics are, as 
the name suggests, extremely small pieces of plastic debris in the environment resulting 
from disposal and breakdown of consumer products and industrial waste” (What? Plastic, 
2021). These microplastics are easily consumed by animals when they mistake them for 
food. As plastic takes several years to breakdown they build up in the bodies of these 
animals, meaning that plastic debris moves up the food chain when predators eat these 
animals. It can be difficult for us, as humans, to fully relate or understand how sea creatures 
ingesting plastics can be an issue. However, it is recorded that “the average European 



Seafood eater is thought to ingest 11,000 pieces of microplastic per year” (What? Plastic, 
2021). This means that we are unknowingly ingesting plastic, alongside with 84% of drinking 
water samples being contaminated with plastic (What? Plastic, 2021). Even people that 
choose not to consume sea food are consuming microplastics. These statistics alone 
encourage me, and hopefully others to reduce plastic consumption. But is my physical 
plastic usage the largest contributor to the oceans growing levels of microplastics? The 
statistics evidently show that “46% of ocean plastic comes from discarded fishing nets” 
(what? Plastic, 2021), otherwise known as ghost fishing. With such a large quantity of plastic 
waste in the ocean being fishing nets I initially wanted to know more about this issue and 
ways in which I, as a textile design student, can recycle fishing nets to ultimately prevent 
and reduce the build-up of microplastics.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ghost fishing is defined as ‘the continued trapping and killing of marine life by a discarded 
fishing net floating at sea’ (Collins English Dictionary). It is a topic that is widely disregarded 
and hidden away from the forefront of the public’s understanding of the destruction of 
marine life. Statistics are illuminatingly shocking with 640,000 metric tons of fishing gear 
being discarded each year: according to the UN (World Animal Protection, 2021). This 
equates to 55,000 double decker buses and kills 100,000 whales, dolphins, seals and turtles. 
The survival of marine life is imperative to the function the world’s eco system. Even the 
FAO (Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations) admits that studies 
regarding ghost fishing are lacking, which is a common theme especially when coming to 
research this topic. It has been recorded that trammel nets and gillnets are the most 
frequently used fishing gear (Cirino & Safina, 2016), they catch “1/5 of all fish caught across 
the world each year” (Cirino & Safina, 2016). The design of these nets is highly effective at 
catching the highest volume of fish, making them extremely destructive. This, therefore, 
causes animals to get trapped in the fishing nets, “its next to impossible for them to escape” 
(Cirino & Safina, 2016). The animal suffers greatly in this process, eventually leading to a 
slow and immeasurably painful death. For example, in August 2020 the UN found 300 dead 

Figure 1 Planet Talk: Vita World 



endangered sea turtles off the coast of Southern Mexico, only further emphasising the toxic 
effects of ghost fishing. Nick Mallos (Ocean Conservancy, 2021) relays that 600,000- 800,000 
metric tonnes of fishing gear enter the ocean each year. Furthermore, the UN advises that 
“plastic-based ghost gear can take 600 years to break down” which considering the volume 
of fishing nets dumped into the oceans, is an immense build-up of waste. Below in figure 2 
is a photograph by David Liittschwager of an ocean surface water sample of a filefish taken 
off the coast of Hawaii, as you can see it is totally surround by pieces of plastic and netting. 
It is a disgusting image of plastic-infested water, especially for such a small sample of water 
having been taken. It can only be concluded that ghost fishing is one of the most 
detrimental issues affecting our oceans.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The dumping of fishing gear is unnecessary and overwhelming to our oceans. Therefore, it 
implores the question as to why it occurs in the first place.  Fishing is a lucrative business 
and the demand for fish is exceeding the number of fish within our oceans.  Restrictions 
have been put in place by the UN to keep fishing both as safe and sustainable as possible. 
Roach (2006) suggests that unless humans act soon seafood will likely disappear by 2048. 
This is an enlightening statistic that should have caused further action within the fishing 
industry but the demand for fish seems to be constantly increasing. The requirement for 
more fish has led to an increase in illegal fishing, especially for fishermen from poorer 
communities. “Some illegal fishermen deliberately dump their fishing gear to avoid getting 
caught” (Alberts, 2018), this is one explanation for the vast quantity of fishing gear being 
discarded. Additionally, some gear is genuinely just lost by accident. Global Ghost Gear 
Initiative (GGGI) is an organisation funded by World Animal Protection in which they are 
working to end illegal fishing, otherwise known as Illegal Unreported and Unregulated 
fishing (IUU), which affects the sustainability of fisheries. They produce an annual report 
regarding ghost fishing, which allows world organisations such as the UN to put initiatives 
and protocols in place in order to prevent it. It is the survival of sea life that is of the utmost 
importance.  Figures 3 and 4 show some horrific images of a turtle and seal being held 
captive by fishing nets. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2 Liittschwager (2019) 

Figure 3 Chias (2018) Figure 4 Hooper (2019) 



 
 
Regulating fishing is extremely difficult and therefore illegal fishing practises, such as the 
abandoning of nets are left unchecked. ‘Sea Shepard’ is a charitable organisation which aims 
to “use innovative direct-action tactics to investigate, document and take action when 
necessary, to expose and confront illegal activities on the high seas” (Sea Shepard, 2021). 
They are one of the few organisations taking action on ghost fishing. Exemplified by them 
launching ‘Operation Ghostnet’ in 2018 which is concentrated on problem areas within the 
UK to remove abandoned fishing nets, working alongside experienced divers. ‘Fishing for 
Litter’ is another example of a charitable organisation which works off the coast of Scotland 
and works to collect and recycle abandoned fishing nets. “Participating vessels are given 
hardwearing bags to collect marine litter that is caught in their nets during their normal 
fishing activities” (Fishing for Litter,2021), this way fishermen are taking far more 
responsibility for their actions when it comes to their fishing practises. Within recent years 
the organisation has widened to Scandinavia and the South West of England. We often see 
ghost fishing as an issue affecting further afield areas and third world countries, however it 
is still an immense issue within the UK and so it is fantastic that there are currently 
initiatives in place to tackle this issue. However, when understanding the dyer state at 
which our oceans are in, more must be done in order to prevent a collapse in our ecosystem 
and the extinction of a variety of marine species.   
 
 

 
 
In order for fishing nets to be durable and effective at catching fish, they are often made 
from synthetic fibres such as nylon or polyester. Therefore, they take several years to 
breakdown. Whilst several organisations such as ‘Fishing for Litter’ work hard to remove 
nets from the oceans, they are still are form of waste. Without a use, fishing nets will sit on 
land providing a stagnant pile of waste. A leading company that recycles old fishing nets is 
‘Bureo’. ‘Bureo’ works with several different companies to integrate items made using 
NetPlus material, which is made from econyl yarns from collected fishing nets. NetPlus 
material is especially useful for products that would otherwise use synthetic fabrics, for 
example, for durability. This makes it a far more circular approach than manufacturing 
brand new plastic. The ‘Patagonia’ hats made from NetPlus materials repurposed “over 
71,000 pounds of discarded nets in the first year alone” (Bureo, 2021). The repurposed nets 

Figure 5 Fishing for Litter, 2021 
Figure 6 Sea Shepard, 2021 



are then used to create a brim for the ‘Patagonia’ hats which envisions how fishing nets can 
be re-used. ‘Jenga Ocean’ works alongside ‘Bureo’ to produce a board game manufactured 
exclusively from recycled fishing nets, it is “the first board game made from recycled fishing 
nets”, “made from over 25 square feet of nets”. The variety of items that can be created via 
recycled fishing nets is immense and a great way of recycling an item previously thought of 
having a linear life span. The versatility of items produced from NetPlus material is 
immeasurable and one which so much more exploration is due. ‘Bureo’ seems to work 
much more with more sculptural items, which made me think about exploring whether you 
can create fabric from recycled fishing nets that be put into production. ECONYL® is an 
innovative company which aims to “close the loop” by producing ECONYL® which is basically 
a form of recycled nylon. ECONYL® makes fabric made from recycled fishing nets and plastic 
extremely accessible and works with a vast number of well-known brands such as ‘Adidas’ 
and ‘Gucci’. A prime example of a company that ECONYL® works with is ‘Deakin & Blue’, 
which produces both size inclusive and sustainable swimwear, made exclusively from 
ECONYL® fabric.  As a company ‘Deakin & Blue’ also “regularly partner with marine 
conservation organisations” (Deakin & Blue, 2021) and they donate a portion of their profits 
for beach and ocean clean-ups. The use of ECONYL® fabric allows for the swimming 
costumes to be especially durable “offering full UV protection” (Cervantes, 2020). The 
pioneering usage of recycled fishing nets to produce clothing is hugely impressive step 
towards a far more circular future; however, the primary issue of ghost fishing still remains 
and is still actively increasing. Most importantly it is killing marine life and suggesting an 
impending extinction. Therefore, upon reflection more effort should be put into going 
plastic free and preventing the dumping and loss of fishing nets in ocean. This would mean 
that plastics and fishing nets wouldn’t need to be recycled. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 7: Bureo (2021) Patagonia Caps 

Figure 8: Bureo (2021) Ocean Jenga Figure 9: Bureo (2021) 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Initially when undertaking this project, I wanted to find solutions and ways in which I, as a 
textile design student, can recycle old and abandoned fishing nets. However, it became 
incredibly apparent to me that recycling fishing nets is not the best solution to the issue at 
hand. Instead, I feel that creating accessible resources and information about ghost fishing 
would be the best way to reduce it as it is the nets themselves that are the main issue. In a 
perfect world, fishing would need to immensely reduce with far stricter control and 
measures put on to the industry. My research has shown me that avoiding all seafood 
products is the best way to reduce ghost fishing, as it is the increasing demand for seafood 
products that is causing such a shattering effect on our oceans. Therefore, I decided to 
create an informational zine that I will post on social media so that it is accessible to a 
variety of people; especially those with limited knowledge on ghost fishing and for people 
that may not actively seek information out on the issue.   
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Figure 10: Deakin & Blue. Cervantes (2020)  

Figure 11: Newman (2021) A3 Flat Concertina 



 
 
Figure 12 shows my photocopied version of my zine in a concertina format, this way it can 
be printed out A3 and folded into a concertina, which can be both free standing and in a 
booklet format.  The statistics that I selected were the ones that were the most shocking to 
me and I believe will present the largest impression to those reading the booklet. I am 
happy with the outcome of my zine as I feel that it both aesthetically interesting and 
educational.  Within figures 13, 14, 15 and 16 are the full effect of the free-standing 
concertina zine, it can therefore also act as a decorative art piece. It is the original illustrated 
version and so is bulkier than what a printed version would be, however the effect is 
ultimately the same. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 12 Newman (2021) Back of Concertina Figure 13:  Newman (2021) Side of Concertina 

Figure14: Newman (2021) Wide Open Concertina Figure15: Newman (2021) Open Concertina 



 
 
The power of social media within today’s society has meant that I am far more reliant on the 
usage of Instagram to share my art and spread awareness about issues I care about. 
Therefore, using my art account on Instagram I have also shared images of my zine to 
further increase awareness of ghost fishing. I ultimately wish to guide those to rely less 
upon plastic and opt for a more plant-based diet, without fish. This is why spreading 
awareness about the fundamental issues of ghost fishing is of far more importance in 
comparison to creating art and textiles pieces from abandoned fishing nets; fishing nets 
should not be in the ocean in the first place.  Below in figures 17, 18, 19 and 20 are images 
from my art Instagram account with images of my shared content.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
My Instagram post is slide-alongside with 7 images from my zine as I felt that these worked 
best on my Instagram account. I really enjoy this method of activism as it feels like I am able 
to contribute to the issue, but I am also able to be quite informal via Instagram which I think 
creates a safer space, especially for those that may feel intimidated by academic articles or 
even documentaries regarding the issue of ghost fishing.  
 

Figure16: Newman (2021) Screenshot 
of Instagram 

Figure 17: Newman (2021) 2nd 
Screenshot of Instagram 

Figure 18: Newman (2021)  
Instagram Post 

Figure19: Newman (2021) Instagram 
Caption 



Ghost fishing should be spoken about far more often, the lack of information and studies of 
the issue is staggering and incomprehensible; especially once we learn of its life-threatening 
effects within our oceans. When starting this project, I felt that the most effective way of 
tackling the issue of ghost fishing would be to find innovative ways of recycling fishing nets 
and how I can incorporate them into my own textiles work. However, as I spent more time 
researching and reflecting on ghost fishing, I felt that recycling abandoned fishing nets was 
not a solution to the immense issue of ghost fishing. Instead, I felt especially angry and 
concerned as to how the fishing industry is destroying marine life, and I changed the 
direction in which I was planning to go. I decided to spend more time on my research and 
creating informational resources about the issues surrounding ghost fishing, so that others 
are able to access information and statistics regarding ghost fishing. In the words of Sylvia 
Earle (oceanographer) "Many of us ask what can I, as one person, do, but history shows us 
that everything good and bad starts because somebody does something or does not do 
something." Ghost fishing starts and ends with us, it is an entirely preventable issue, it is just 
whether people have the information and power to impede it. 
 
 
Reflection 
Initially when starting this project, I had hopes of experimenting with fishing net itself and 
felt that it would have been the most pertinent way of helping reduce the number of waste 
fishing nets. However, with a fractured wrist the concept of weaving and embroidering using 
nets would have been a stretch of my physical ability. Hence, I decided to start the project off 
by spending my time focusing down on research. It was doing research that I began to 
realise that recycling nets would not be the best way to stop nets being abandoned at sea 
and that the true cause of ghost fishing and its link to such a vast level of plastic pollution 
was instead the fishing industry. I was raised a vegetarian and so I have never really eaten 
fish, however I will continue to stay vegetarian and feel invigorated to spread awareness 
about the dangers of over-fishing. My outcome provides me with the hopes that I can spread 
further awareness about the dangers of ghost fishing. Additionally, as my work has been so 
research heavy I have submitted my essay to the ‘The John Bryne Award’ which will further 
spread awareness on the issue of ghost fishing. The award’s core purpose is to encourage 
thought and debate about beliefs. Furthermore, I am encouraged to explore sustainability, 
plastic pollution and the fishing industry further when it comes to exploring my dissertation 
topic next year in fourth year. I will also continue to create my own work to protest the 
fishing industry and the pollution of plastic. Alongside this I will continue posting it on 
Instagram as I have come away feeling even more passionate about the subject.  
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