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New report shows Scotland’s sewage hotspots

The Marine Conservation Society has launched its annual State of our Beaches 2025

report, using data gathered from beach clean volunteers across the UK, alongside a new

interactive data dashboard.

Last year in Scotland alone, 3,763 volunteers collected and recorded litter along 39,900
metres of coastline, picking up 385,551 pieces of litter. This weighed a total of 5,825 kg —
the equivalent to the weight of approximately 40 harbour seals.

Through the charity’s beach cleaning programme, volunteers survey a 100-metre stretch
of beach, recording every item of litter they find. In 2025, volunteers found a staggering
average of 157 litter items per 100 metres of beach across Scotland. This citizen science
data gives scientists, industry and governments the information they need to protect our
ocean from litter pollution.

The Marine Conservation Society’s latest report finds that over 23,600 pieces of sewage-
related litter, such as wet wipes, tampons and cotton bud sticks were collected and
recorded on Scotland’s coastline. Last month, the Scottish Government introduced
legislation to ban the sale of single-use wet wipes containing plastic, following the rest of
the UK. While this measure is intended to reduce marine plastic pollution, it does not
address the fact that sewage-related litter should not be entering the marine

environment in the first place.

The maijority of sewage-related litter was found in the central belt, with Falkirk recording
the highest number of sewage-related items per 100 metres (120), followed by Inverclyde
(112), West Lothian (102) and Edinburgh (100). Wet wipes formed the largest part of these

items.

This kind of litter ends up on our beaches when it's mistakenly flushed down the toilet.
When heavy rainfall or a lack of capacity overwhelms the sewage network, items that
shouldn't be flushed can escape into the environment via storm overflows (also called
Combined Sewer Overflows, or CSOs). These storm overflows were originally designed for
rare, extreme weather events, but are now being used far more often, even routinely,
allowing untreated wastewater containing sewage-related litter to enter rivers and seas.
In addition to this, only 35% of storm overflows in Scotland are monitored, leaving the

industry and Government unaware of the full extent of the issue.

Untreated sewage contains harmful chemicals, bacteriq, viruses alongside litter. Many
sanitary products contain plastics and chemicals that persist for decades in the marine
environment. Over time, plastics break down into smaller fragments, eventually becoming

microplastics that can be easily ingested by marine wildlife, such as seabirds and fish.


https://www.mcsuk.org/
https://s3.eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/media.mcsuk.org/documents/VCE-26-052a_State_of_our_Beaches_Summary_Report_04-03-26_Screens.pdf
https://beachwatch-data-explorer.vercel.app/

Once inside animals, these particles can disrupt natural processes such as development,
feeding and reproduction - ultimately threatening the health and survival of these

species.

Catherine Gemmell, Policy and Advocacy Manager at the Marine Conservation
Society said: “Our latest data highlights the urgency of tackling sewage-related
litter at its source. While everyone should only flush the ‘3 Ps’ - pee, poo and paper
- real progress depends on better wastewater management, and manufacturers
taking responsibility by removing plastics from their products wherever feasible.
We're urging the next Scottish Government to back our key manifesto actions,
including accelerating Scotland’s transition to a circular economy to tackle marine
litter and restore our seas.”

With Scottish elections in May 2026, the charity is calling on the next Scottish Government
to take bold action for our seas, committing to the introduction of a Water Bill within the
first year to fix Scotland’'s water system and eliminate sewage-related litter.

You can read the charity’s full Manifesto for Scottish Seas here.

The charity’s year-round beach cleaning programme is made possible thanks to the

generous support of funders including players of the People’s Postcode Lottery and the

ScottishPower Foundation. This vital data enables the Marine Conservation Society to

campaign for cleaner, healthier and better protected seas.

More information on how to get involved in a Marine Conservation Society beach clean, or

organise your own, can be found on the charity’s website.
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The Marine Conservation Society is a leading UK environmental charity dedicated to

protecting our ocean - defending crucial habitats, regenerating vital ecosystems and
inspiring volunteers. The organisation unites communities, governments, and industry to
champion science-based solutions for cleaner, healthier seas to tackle the climate and

nature emergency.

Findings from the central belt of Scotland are small data sets, with only two surveys in
Inverclyde, four in West Lothian and 11in Falkirk. Continued volunteer support will help

strengthen future datasets.

The Marine Conservation Society’s dashboard uses Alteryx technology to process and
analyse data. Alteryx is an Al-ready data and analytics company that powers insights to
help organisations make smarter, faster decisions with data.

About the ScottishPower Foundation

The ScottishPower Foundation is a registered Scottish charity (SC043862) and a company
limited by guarantee (SC445116). The Foundation’s aim is to make a significant and lasting
contribution to society and enhance the quality of life in local communities. It provides
funding to registered charities for the advancement of education; environmental
protection; the arts, heritage, culture, or science; citizenship and community development;
and the prevention or relief of poverty and the relief of those in need by reason of
disability or other disadvantages.
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