
WHY

WHAT YOU CAN DO

HELP THE PLANET

become a Marine Debris 
Tracker (MDT) volunteer?

MDT volunteers assist the team of National Geographic 
scientists and explorers confronting the worldwide crisis 
of plastic debris and litter. As “citizen scientists”—members 
of the public participating in authentic scientific research—
volunteers use the mobile application on a smartphone 
to collect valuable data from their communities. This 
research will broaden our understanding of how plastics 
enter rivers, streams, and ultimately, oceans. 

Working together with scientists, innovators, educators, 
and other problem-solvers, citizen scientists like you can 
help tackle this growing crisis. Your observations could 
even lead to the next breakthrough. 

We can address this plastic problem in many ways: 
reducing our use of plastics, disposing of them properly, 
or refusing plastics in the first place. We can take a deeper 
look at the problem and find solutions to stop litter at 
its source.  MDT’s creators see the potential for using 
technology, data, and research to tackle the big questions.

• Regular monitoring and cleanup wherever you are on 
the planet can make a big difference

• Choose a location and use the MDT app to document its 
status. Is there a lot of debris, only a little, or none at all? 

• Find others who want to join the fight against plastic 
pollution and work as a team, organizing debris tracking 
events

• Magnify your impact by integrating a clean-up activity 
as well. Or use the app to record instances where litter is 
in the wrong places. 

As of 2015, more than

6.9 BILLION TONS
of plastic waste had been generated
Around 9 % of that was recycled,
                 12 % was incinerated, and
                 79 % is in landfills or the environment.

Approximately 
nine million tons of plastic 

waste end up in our oceans each year, 
potentially remaining there for hundreds 
of years. The problem is getting worse, as 

global plastic production is expected to double 
over the next 20 years. Systems must be in place to 

keep these plastics out of our soil and water.

Marine debris—any human-made item, commonly 
plastics, which ends up in the ocean regardless of 

the source—is one of the most pervasive global 
threats to the health of the ocean. Debris can 

harm or kill wildlife, and also damage and 
degrade habitats. It can threaten 
navigational safety, economies, 

and human health. 

PLASTIC 
POLLUTION:
A Serious Threat 

Worldwide

73%
of beach litter is plastic: filters from cigarette 
butts, bottles, bottle caps, food wrappers, 
grocery bags, and polystyrene containers.

Join a global community collecting thousands of data points 
worldwide to help scientists confront plastic pollution on a 
global scale. All you need is a smart device with the Marine 
Debris Tracker app installed. 

The data, which would be impossible for scientists to collect 
without help from a global community,

 CONTRIBUTE TO A GLOBAL DATABASE
OF MORE THAN

2 MILLION
ITEMS

can be used to prevent trash from entering waterways and 
oceans and impacting natural environments. Your community 
can also use the data to help drive positive changes locally.

The more people work to tackle this problem 
at its source, the sooner we will see solutions!

MO B I L E 
A P P L I C AT I O N 

G U I D E
Join our open data citizen science movement
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GET STARTED

Marine Debris Tracker Data 

Be sure to collect trash safely and dispose of 
it responsibly. You can create a social media 
story to share. Thank you for tracking!
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1. Download the Marine Debris Tracker app from the Apple or 

Google Play store onto your device. 

2. Open the app and click Start Tracking to begin. You can select 
an organization to track with, or if not sure, choose NOAA. 

3. Click the  button at the bottom to set up a user account. 
This enables you to keep track of your own data and also view 
and download the data online. Here you can also link your 
account to SciStarter or Facebook.

4. Select the type of item you want to add from the categories. 
Use the arrows above/below the number to change the 
amount, or type directly over the number, and click add to 
save the item and GPS coordinates. The  button at the 
bottom right will take you back to the top. Note: While 
logging debris, there’s no need to be on a wi-fi network.

5. You can select the  button to add a description or see 
information about the item.

6. Other buttons along the bottom include:

•   to end your session

•   to go to the MDT website

•   to log a photo of litter collected

•   to enable or disable Pathlogging, tracking locational   
 data which is useful in statistical analysis

•   to view the GPS accuracy of your phone

7. When finished logging, select the  button at top left to 
check your data and Pathlog. Check what you’ve logged and 
click submit. You can then submit the data to upload to the 
open data publicly accessible database, or save session to 
upload once you’re in a place with access to internet or data. 
Your location is kept private, because usernames are not 
visible in our online map.

NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC’S 
SEA TO SOURCE 
EXPEDITION 

Once you’ve uploaded the data via the app, view and 
download it through marinedebris.engr.uga.edu, the 
Marine Debris Tracker website. You can also view and 
analyze data collected by a variety of global or regional 
organizations, including National Geographic’s Sea 
to Source: Ganges Expedition, Surfrider Foundation 
Europe, eXXpedition, and more. The data is all openly 
available, so anyone around the world—from scientists 
to nonprofits to students—can use it, not just the 
expedition team!

An international, female-led expedition team is using 
MDT as part of its efforts to understand interactions 
among plastic pollution, land, water, and people along 
India and Bangladesh’s iconic Ganges River, known 
locally as Ganga and Padma. 

The “Sea to Source: Ganges” river expedition, in 
partnership with the Wildlife Institute of India (WII), 
the University of Dhaka, and WildTeam, is part of 
National Geographic’s journey to better understand 
and document how plastic waste travels from source 
to sea, while filling critical knowledge gaps around 
plastic flow, load, and composition. The expedition 
offers an unprecedented opportunity to focus science 
toward development of holistic, inclusive solutions.

Thousands of people have used the Marine Debris 
Tracker app to create data points for litter and 
debris all over the world. This data helps to track 
the progress of prevention efforts, add value 
to cleanups, and provide important baseline 
knowledge which can be used to inform solutions. 
To get started:
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More than

5 TRILLION PIECES
of plastic are already floating in our oceans.

DATA COLLECTION ALONG TRANSECTS


