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The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
will study a remote island used as an airstrip in 
the northwestern Hawaiian Islands that is often 
littered with plastic debris, the fi rst step in a 
process that could eventually place it on the list 
of the country’s most hazardous sites.

In a letter to an environmental group, the 
agency said it will study Tern Island, part of a 
coral reef atoll about 550 miles northwest of 
Honolulu that is a breeding ground for millions 
of seabirds.

The decision came in response to a petition 
fi led last year by the Center for Biological 
Diversity. The group asked the EPA to study 

listing a 1,200-mile span of the Northwestern 
Hawaiian Islands and part of the so-called Pa-
cifi c Garbage Patch as a federal Superfund site 
because of the amount of plastic debris that 
fl oats on ocean currents and washes ashore.

“That was a sort of big ask,” said Emily Jef-
fers, an attorney for the Center for Biological 
Diversity. But she called the agency’s decision 
to study Tern Island “an incredibly important 
fi rst step towards understanding the hazards 
plastic pollution poses to wildlife.”

A storm damaged a sea wall around Tern Is-
land last year, exposing a landfi ll with buried 
electrical equipment that could contain toxic 
PCBs and other contaminants, according to 
the EPA.

A plastic bottle on a beach. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency's study of a remote site 
in the northwestern Hawaiian Islands will assess the threat posed to sensitive species by plastic 
debris. (EPA) 



“The EPA intends to evaluate potential and ob-
served releases of hazardous substances from 
Tern Island, including hazardous substances 
that absorb to plastic marine debris in the sur-
rounding surface water,” EPA Regional Ad-
ministrator Jared Blumenfeld wrote in a Nov. 
14 letter to the group.

Blumenfeld wrote that the area also “pres-
ents a scientifi cally meaningful opportunity 
to evaluate the potential toxicological impact 
of plastic marine debris ingestion on highly 
sensitive receptors.”

An EPA spokesman characterized the study, 
known as a preliminary assessment, as an ini-
tial data collection effort to determine whether 
the site threatens human health or the environ-
ment. Only if it ranks as highly hazardous and 
fulfi lls many other requirements would it be 
named to the list of federal Superfund sites.

“Superfund designation is way far away,” said 
Dean Higuchi, a press offi cer for the EPA’s 
Pacifi c Southwest region. “This is a fi rst step 
in the road.”

The Center for Biological Diversity requested 
the study because of the large amount of fl oat-
ing debris that wash up on beaches in the 
northwestern Hawaiian Islands after traveling 
on slow-moving ocean currents. Seabirds, fi sh 
and marine mammals can get caught in the 
debris and ingest pieces of plastic and toxic 
chemicals.

The group also asked the EPA to study the 
Pacifi c Garbage Patch, a high concentration 
of swirling garbage, derelict fi shing gear and 
tiny debris particles sometimes described as a 
“plastic soup.”

Tern Island and its reefs make up one of the 
largest tropical seabird rookeries in the world 
and provides habitat for the endangered Ha-
waiian monk seal and the threatened Hawai-
ian green sea turtle.

The 26-acre island was used as a naval air-
strip during World War II and later as a U.S. 
Coast Guard station. The U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service operated a fi eld station there until 
it was damaged by a storm last year.


