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PRESS RELEASE 
 

New Report on Impact of Plastic on Migratory Waterbirds Presented   
 

Governments Include Recommendations on How to Address Plastic Pollution in 
Resolution on Seabird Conservation Adopted at AEWA MOP7 

 
 
Durban, 8 December 2018 – Plastic seems to be on everyone’s lips these days, and we certainly don’t 
mean single-use straws. Global production of plastic has increased to more than 300 million tons a year, 
and some staggering 13 m tons of it ends up in the ocean. Plastic pollution poses serious health risks to 
wildlife, and a new report presented to governments at an international waterbird conference (AEWA 
MOP7) currently underway in Durban, has shown how migratory waterbirds are affected. However, 
increasing public awareness and changing habits have the potential to turn the tide. 
 
According to the report, of the 254 species covered by the African Eurasian Waterbird Agreement (AEWA), 
more than 40 per cent have been shown to interact with plastics: 22 per cent contain ingested plastic, 31 
per cent were entangled in plastic debris, and 8 per cent use plastic items in their nests.  
 
“The growing scourge of plastic pollution across our planet is affecting waterbirds in many ways. When 
ingested, it can lead to malnutrition and even starvation. Plastic floating in the oceans, along rivers or 
stranded along our shorelines and in wetlands can cause injuries, impede mobility and cause birds to 
drown.”, said Jacques Trouvilliez, Executive Secretary of AEWA.   
 
One way in which plastic affects waterbirds is through ingestion. Birds often mistake plastic for food but 
cannot digest it. Plastic items can become lodged in the digestive tract, either blocking the throat and 
causing choking, or accumulating and filling in the stomach which can lead to malnutrition and starvation. 
As an example of this, approximately half of all phalaropes, a small migratory shorebird species, have 
been found with plastic in their digestive systems. In many cases these birds live in remote locations far 
from humans, but the collection of plastics in the environment means that even they are susceptible. 
 
Another way in which plastics pose a danger to waterbirds is through entanglement. Because plastic does 
not decompose, floating items such as fishing gear, long filaments and ring-shaped items threaten 
waterbirds with injuries, impeded mobility and drowning. The number of seabird species affected in this 
manner has tripled since the mid-1990s. Northern Gannets, an AEWA-listed seabird species, are 
particularly prone to entanglement with old fishing gear as they follow fishing vessels at sea.  
 
Lastly, microplastics are an increasing contributor to the scourge of plastic pollution. These originate 
either from small plastics such as microbeads or from degradation of larger items. Microplastics are 
commonly ingested by prey species which are then consumed in turn by predatory birds.  
 
The report “Waterbirds and Plastics”, which was the first of its kind presented to governments at AEWA 
MOP7 notes a geographical bias towards Europe and South Africa in studies concerned with waterbirds 
and plastic pollution.  
 
“It is important that studies elsewhere in the African-Eurasian Flyway fill the knowledge gaps, so we 
better understand thefull impact of plastics on all waterbirds within the geographic range of AEWA. At the 
same time, we cannot wait for these studies to fill knowledge gaps but must act now to address the 
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problem globally and collectively across all the world’s flyways”, said Jacques Trouvilliez, Executive 
Secretary of AEWA.  
  
AEWA MOP7 has taken the actions recommended in the report and included them in a resolution on 
seabird conservation for Parties to consider for adoption at the final day of the meeting. This will hopefully 
generate action across much of the African-Eurasian flyway in addressing the issue of plastic pollution. 
The announcement was also made during plenary that the theme for World Migratory Bird Day 2019 
will be “Protecting birds from plastic pollution”. 
 
Andrew de Blocq, a penguinologist from the conservation NGO BirdLife South Africa who attended AEWA 
MOP7 said: “Plastic pollution is a growing threat to waterbirds and seabirds, and we as conservationists 
are extremely concerned about it. However, the silver lining is that people around the world are fast 
becoming aware of the consequences for wildlife, and we are seeing a culture change associated with a 
movement away from single-use plastic items and toward a more conscious, eco-friendly lifestyle.”  
 
 

 
For interviews or to speak to an expert, please contact:  
 

Florian Keil, Coordinator of the Joint Communications Team at the UNEP/CMS and UNEP/AEWA 
Secretariats. Tel: + 27769406320. Email: aewa-press@unep-aewa.org 
 
Veronika Lenarz, Public Information, UNEP/CMS Secretariat 
Tel: +49 (0) 228 8152409, Email: aewa-press@unep-aewa.org 
 
Relevant links: 
Report : Plastics and Waterbirds: Incidence and Impacts 
Draft Resolution: Priorities for the Conservation of Seabirds in the African-Eurasian Flyways 
 
AEWA MOP7 Newsroom 
Social Media: @unep_aewa  #aewamop7 
 

Notes for Editors 

About the African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbird Agreement (AEWA) 

The Agreement on the Conservation of African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds (AEWA) is an 
intergovernmental treaty dedicated to the conservation of migratory waterbirds that migrate along the 
African-Eurasian Flyway. The Agreement covers 254 species of birds ecologically dependent on wetlands 
for at least part of their annual cycle. The treaty covers 119 Range States from Europe, parts of Asia and 
Canada, the Middle East and Africa. Currently 77 countries and the European Union (EU) have become a 
Contracting Party to AEWA (as of 1 October 2018). www.unep-aewa.org  

About World Migratory Bird Day 

The annual awareness-raising campaign highlights the need for the conservation of migratory birds and 
their habitats. It has a global outreach and is an effective tool to help raise global awareness of the threats 
faced by migratory birds, their ecological importance, and the need for international cooperation to 
conserve them. Major events to celebrate the day take place twice a year, on the second Saturday in May 
and in October. www.worldmigratorybirdday.org 
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