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Abstract Every year, vast quantities of plastic debris arrive at the ocean surface.
Nevertheless, our understanding of plastic movements is largely incomplete and
many of the processes involved with the horizontal and vertical displacement of
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plastics in the ocean are still basically unknown. In this chapter we review the
dynamics associated with the transport of plastics and other pollutants at oceanic
fronts. Fronts had been historically defined as simple barriers to exchange, but here
we show that the role of these structures in influencing the transport of plastics is
more complex. The tools used to investigate the occurrence of frontal structures at
various spatial scales are reviewed in detail, with a particular focus on their potential
applications to the study of plastic pollution. Three selected case studies are
presented to better describe the role of fronts in favoring or preventing plastic
exchanges: the large-scale Antarctic Circumpolar Current, a Mediterranean meso-
scale front, and the submesoscale fronts in the Gulf of Mexico. Lastly, some aspects
related to the vertical subduction of plastic particles at oceanic fronts are discussed as
one of the most promising frontiers for future research. The accumulation of floating
debris at the sea surface is mainly affected by the horizontal components of frontal
dynamics. At the same time, vertical components can be relevant for the export of
neutrally buoyant particles from the surface into the deep sea. Based on these
evidences, we propose that submesoscale processes can provide a fast and efficient
route of plastic transport within the mixed layer, while mesoscale instabilities and
associated vertical velocities might be the dominant mechanism to penetrate the
deeper ocean on slower but broader scales. We conclude that given the ubiquitous
presence of fronts in the world’s ocean, their contribution to the global plastic cycle
is probably not negligible and the role of these processes in vertically displacing
neutrally buoyant microplastics should be investigated in more detail.

Keywords Contaminant dispersal, Frontal zones, Marine debris, Marine litter,
Microplastics, Plastic pollution, Sinking

1 Introduction

Since plastic production began, humankind comprehensively produced around
8,300 million tons (Mt) of synthetic polymers [1], and every year, about 200 Mt.
of municipal plastic waste are generated and disposed of around the world [2]. Of
this amount, between 4.8 and 12.7 Mt of mismanaged plastic items are estimated to
enter the oceans every year through various sources [3], an estimate which is
predicted to grow up to 53 Mt per year by 2030, if significant global reduction
measures for environmental plastic emissions will not be implemented [4]. As a
result, plastic has been accumulating in marine ecosystems for decades, and syn-
thetic polymers of various sizes, shapes, and typologies are now widespread, from
the highly urbanized Mediterranean Sea to the most remote polar waters, although in
varying concentrations [5–7].

Much progress has been made since the first reports of plastic pollution appeared
in the scientific literature, and we now have a much better understanding of what are
the main sources and impacts of many synthetic polymers commonly found in the
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marine environment [5, 8]. However, a clear understanding of the global plastic
cycle is still far from being achieved. According to the most recent global estimates,
the total amount of plastic floating at sea (<0.3 Mt, [9–11]) represents only a small
portion of the total estimated inputs in the marine environment (~8 Mt year�1, [3]),
although this theory has been recently challenged [12]. Recent studies suggested that
backshores and coastal margins [13, 14], the water column [15, 16], or deep-sea
sediments [17, 18] can all be accounting for this missing fraction [19]. In spite of this
growing body of information, this remarkable mismatch demonstrates that our
understanding of plastic fluxes and pathways between different compartments is
largely incomplete, and some fundamental aspects of plastic transport and distribu-
tion in the ocean are still basically unknown.

Plastic concentration is very inhomogeneous in the ocean. Research has shown
that high-concentration zones occur not only at the large scale in oceanic garbage
patches, but they are distributed in all regions at various spatial scales and intermit-
tent in time [20]. This inhomogeneity can lead to an important sampling bias, with
obvious consequences for global plastic estimates. At the same time ocean plastics
occur in a wide range of size classes, further complicating our understanding of the
main factors associated with their cycling through the marine environment. A
comprehensive description of the main physical processes driving and influencing
horizontal and vertical debris transport at different scales of ocean dynamics has
been recently made by van Sebille et al. [21]. The large-scale dynamics responsible
for the well-known “garbage patches,” i.e., the floating litter accumulation zones
found at midlatitude in all the world’s oceans, has been studied by many authors
(e.g., [9, 10, 22]; other references in [21]), but in general, scant information is
available about the small-scale transport of debris driven by submesoscale, 3D
turbulence, and microscale processes. The transport of other pollutants by mesoscale
eddies, geostrophic currents, and internal waves is better reported [23–27]. At the
same time, the continuous findings of massive debris accumulations on the seafloor
(including low-density polymers) suggest that one of the ultimate sinks for plastic
debris is the deep ocean, and that marine sediments can be likely considered as a final
plastic repository [28–30], although the role of resuspension mechanisms, especially
in the presence of intense benthic nepheloid dynamics still needs to be clarified
(c.f. [31]). In the upper ocean, therefore, there must be processes capable of
removing plastic from the sea surface and transporting it to the deep sea.

In principle, once in the marine environment, plastic particles (here defined as
synthetic particles smaller than a few millimeters), as any other small particles in the
ocean, move together with the surrounding water, and with a good approximation
the movement of plastic particles follows the movement of water parcels [21]. In an
ideal uniform flow, the relative distances of particles in the flow, i.e. its dilution or
accumulation, would mainly depend on the particle’s properties (e.g., size, buoy-
ancy, density) rather than on the fluid’s properties. But in the actual ocean, the flow is
highly complex and the physical properties of ocean currents play a very important
role in shaping and defining plastic distribution. In addition, many plastic items such
as expanded polystyrene and synthetic foams also contain trapped air, which further
increases their buoyancy, subsequently aiding their wind-mediated dispersal. So, if
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we want to understand plastic movements in the oceans, we first need to understand
ocean dynamics and their spatio-temporal variability. From this point of view, a
better understanding of the physical processes governing the transport of solid
pollutants in the marine environment is a fundamental prerequisite to finally close
the plastic budget, ultimately improving our capacity to address and mitigate the
negative impacts of this global emerging challenge.

Oceanic fronts are physical features that have not been investigated thoroughly
with respect to plastic litter. These frontal systems are often characterized by the
presence of convergence zones that accumulate floating debris at the ocean surface
together with planktonic organisms and higher trophic levels organisms attracted by
enhanced productivity [32, 33], and downwelling areas that can potentially export
neutrally buoyant debris into the deep sea over short distances possibly contributing
to their final sinking. Convergences at frontal zones have the potential to boost the
interactions between litter and marine life, when high densities of plastics and frontal
processes coexist. Ingestion, entanglement or colonization of litter surfaces increases
[32] with many consequences. The ingestion likelihood of plastics depends on the
probability for the species to encounter debris, therefore planktonic organisms
passively accumulated in the convergence zones are more susceptible to plastic
ingestion, but at the same time, also ocean-going predators can be attracted by an
increase in local preys’ abundance and by the shade created by large floating debris
that attract both small fish and large predators around them [34]. Interactions of biota
with plastics at frontal convergence zones are also relevant as the growth of
biofouling can noticeably alter the buoyancy of the plastic particles [35–37], thus
favoring and/or accelerating their sinking velocities [29, 38]. Nevertheless, the
available literature on these processes is still very limited, even at the ocean surface,
where sampling tends to be easier. The ubiquitous presence of fronts in the world’s
ocean at any spatial scale suggests that the global contribution of these structures to
the plastic cycle is probably not negligible and the roles of these processes in
creating surface concentration zones and in removing debris from the sea surface
are not fully understood yet.

In this chapter we focus on the transport, accumulation, and export dynamics of
plastic debris and other pollutants at oceanic fronts (Sects. 2 and 3). The tools used to
investigate the occurrence of frontal structures at various spatial scales are reviewed
in detail, with a particular focus on their potential applications to the study of plastic
pollution (Sect. 4). Three selected case studies are presented to better describe the
role of fronts in favoring or preventing plastic exchanges: the large-scale Antarctic
Circumpolar Current (Sect. 5.1), a Mediterranean mesoscale front (Sect. 5.2), and
the submesoscale fronts in the Gulf of Mexico (Sect. 5.3). Lastly, some innovative
aspects related to the vertical subduction of plastic particles at oceanic fronts are
presented as one of the most promising frontiers for future research (Sect. 6).
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2 Fronts as Boundaries for Plastic Exchanges

Fronts are defined from the geometrical point of view as areas characterized by a
strong gradient in one direction (cross-front), and a much weaker gradient in the
perpendicular direction (along front). They can be characterized by various physical
and biogeochemical properties and are commonly observed at the ocean surface with
scales that can vary from kilometers to meters. The process of frontal formation and
sharpening is called frontogenesis [39] and is especially prominent and fast acting in
the case of active fronts based on density gradients, involving the development of
vertical secondary circulation in the cross-front direction [40]. The frontogenetic
processes lead to enhanced gradients of physical properties such as temperature and
salinity, that determine density, but also of the chemical and biological properties
that characterize the water masses. Indeed, it is often observed that fronts are not
typical of just one property but are usually reflected in many properties [41, 42], with
separation sometimes clearly visible by macroscopic water properties e.g., color,
particle loads, foams, and flotsams including anthropogenic litter (Fig. 1). While
fronts appear mostly as horizontal boundaries, various instability processes occur at
different scales that can facilitate property mixing. They include mesoscale instabil-
ities, generating meanders and eddies, and submesoscale instabilities, generating
smaller features and active convective cells. So, the interaction between water
masses involves a set of complex dynamics at different spatial scales and not a
simple separation.

Oceanic fronts occur on a variety of scales, from a few meters up to many
thousand kilometers [39]. Some of them are short-lived, but most of the large- and
mesoscale fronts are quasi-stationary and seasonally persistent: they emerge and
disappear at the same locations during the same season, year after year. The most
prominent fronts are present year-around. Small submesoscale fronts, on the other
hand, associated with mixed layer inhomogeneities or water mass filaments
detaching from mesoscale eddies or jets typically have very short time scales, of
the order of days, and lead to mixed layer restratification. There is no definitive
classification of fronts, but a partial listing of them would include tidal fronts,
upwelling fronts, estuarine fronts, shelf-break fronts, river plume fronts, fronts
associated with the convergence or divergence of water masses in the open ocean,
frontal eddies, and fronts associated with geomorphologic features such as head-
lands, islands, and canyons [43]. All of them have the potential to concentrate
flotsams and contaminants, although with different effectiveness, but so far, the
actual presence of debris at frontal systems has not been studied as deeply as other
pollutants [44, 45].

Alternating zones of downwelling and upwelling flow are usually produced in
correspondence of frontal systems. These phenomena can induce vertical flows
enhancing, in turn, peculiar physical and biological features. Converging surface
water necessarily sinks at the front line [46], separating light and heavy waters that
form a floating lens of light water around the convergence and a downwelling plume
of dense water, respectively. Zones of convergence are a common pattern in oceanic
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fronts. Similar to water parcels, debris is transported toward the convergence where
the heavy portion sinks and lighter floating material (natural or anthropogenic)
accumulates at the surface where it is visible by naked eye and at least in theory,
by satellites too [47–50]. Preliminary data and modeling experiments suggest that in
frontal convergences, surface accumulation processes can generate densities of
floating litter (and other pollutants) orders of magnitude higher than in the surround-
ing waters [51–55], but dedicated experiments are necessary for an accurate descrip-
tion and quantification of these structures’ concentration properties.

Fig. 1 Airborne images of surface frontal systems: in the top panel oil slicks aligned into a front in
the Gulf of Mexico. In the bottom panels: fronts associated with the Mississippi river input into the
Gulf of Mexico. The water masses have different optical properties that can be spotted in the visible
field from airborne images (Photo credit: Maristella Berta)
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Even though fronts can form at any depth, it should be emphasized that in the
following sections we will mainly focus on surface fronts for the purpose of studying
their interactions with marine litter. Although some data on the vertical distribution
of microplastics along the water column are starting to appear in the scientific
literature (see Liu et al. [56] for a recent review), virtually no data exist about
microplastics in the water column at deep oceanic frontal systems. As a matter of
fact, the vertical distribution of floating plastic depends not only on the particle’s
buoyancy, but also on the dynamical environment induced by vertical movements of
ocean water (see Sect. 6). So, downwelling at frontal systems has the potential to
sequester floating material from the ocean’s surface and can be considered as
potential debris sinking zones from the surface to the ocean interior [21]. The
transport of material at the ocean surface, however, is expected to play a major
role for most buoyant and nearly buoyant plastics (i.e., the majority of all synthetic
polymers currently produced worldwide). In addition, surface fronts are indeed the
most active ones from the physical point of view, not only because of the direct
interaction with atmospheric forcing, but mostly because the absence of vertical
velocities at the interface between ocean and atmosphere allows for enhanced
stirring within mesoscale eddies, causing gradient sharpening and therefore further
enhancing frontal properties [40, 57, 58].

3 Ocean Currents and the Transport of Plastics: A Problem
of Scale

Focusing on surface processes, over the past few decades, there has been a tremen-
dous amount of progress in understanding and predicting ocean currents and their
associated transport of anthropogenic pollutants. Perhaps a suitable beginning for
such rapid progress can be attributed to MODE, i.e. the Mid-Ocean Dynamics
Experiment [59] during which “ocean weather” consisting of mesoscale eddies on
spatial scales of hundreds of kilometers, evolving on time scales of months was
discovered. This view of the ocean containing long-lasting coherent structures is
different from the earlier perspective based on a large-scale mean flow that governs
the advection of material for years and decades. Early numerical modeling using
quasi-geostrophic equations (arising from a balance of forces between the Earth’s
rotation and pressure gradient) showed that barotropic and baroclinic instabilities
lead to a ubiquitous emergence of mesoscale eddies in the ocean circulation [60].

The second major step forward was taken with the advent of satellite oceanogra-
phy, in particular the Topex/Poseidon mission, which allowed estimation of sea
surface height anomaly over the range of scales from 100 km to several thousand
kilometers [61]. Using the geostrophic approximation, only a few satellite altimeters
allowed estimation of much of the ocean’s near-surface velocity field uninterrupted
by cloud coverage [62]. The availability of horizontal velocity data from satellite
measurements allowed calculation of many quantities of interest. One such quantity
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is the turbulent kinetic energy spectrum. This is important not only for parameter-
izing and modeling turbulence, but also for improving the accuracy of climate
forecasts.

The zeroth-order expectation, on the basis of high aspect ratio (lateral vs vertical
scale) and strong influence of rotation, would be that the ocean exhibits
2-dimensional (2D) turbulence characteristics at geostrophic scales, with the
wavenumber power spectrum of kinetic energy obeying a power law. However,
estimates based on satellite altimeter measurements consistently showed a slope that
is flatter than expected [63]. This result indicates that the ocean’s surface is more
energetic than can be explained on the basis of 2D turbulence alone. The mechanism
causing this discrepancy in slope was not immediately clear, until the realization of
the relevance of the so-called submesoscale flows. The existence of small-scale
convergent circulations in the ocean was known long before [64]. More recently, it
has been demonstrated that the slope can be also altered by barotropic tides and their
interaction with mesoscale dynamics [65, 66]. Submesoscale dynamics, however,
are currently surmised to act as a main conduit between the nearly-2D geostrophic
mesoscales and classical 3D turbulence [67, 68].

Submesoscales are generically defined as flows on the margin of loss of geo-
strophic balance, with Rossby number (i.e., ratio of relative and planetary vorticity)
on the O(1), with horizontal space scales of 0.1–10 km and evolution time scales of
hours to days. Visible observations from the Space Shuttle of spiral eddies with radii
of 5 km [69] and satellite observations of chlorophyll supported the notion that such
flows exist in the ocean. The reader is referred to reviews by McWilliams [70] and
Klein et al. [71] for full references on submesoscale flows. For the purposes of this
chapter, it is important to note that the first order effect of submesoscale flows is a
change in the character of the flow from being mostly rotational to mostly conver-
gent at the surface. As such, submesoscale flows are intimately related to the
transport of all surface material [72].

Overall, then the emerging picture of transport in the ocean points toward a
complex time integrated function of processes ranging from large scales
(>100 km and order 1 month), to mesoscales (in the range 100–10 km and month-
days), reaching submesoscales (in the range 10–0.1 km and 1 day), and high
frequency processes such as waves and 3D turbulence. All these scales and pro-
cesses interact and, as we will see below, their relative importance depends on the
specific problem and application considered.

4 Tools, Prediction, and Validation Methodologies

Several tools are currently available to study and improve our knowledge about the
processes discussed above. Indeed, the occurrence of floating macro and
microplastics in the marine environment has been traditionally studied by net
sampling (for microplastics) and visual surveys (for macroplastics). A detailed
description of the methods used for sampling and measuring ocean plastics is out
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of the scope of this chapter, but comprehensive reviews can be found in Hidalgo-Ruz
et al. [73] and Mai et al. [74], among the others. For the purposes of this section, it is
important to keep in mind that these techniques have important limitations, as
discrete, point samples are often too sparse in space and time to provide enough
coverage for accurately describing dynamic events such as accumulation and/or
dispersal of plastics at oceanic fronts. In addition, ship-based visual transects
and/or surface net trawls often integrate information over scales of a few kilometers
or hundreds of meters, which are too coarse to accurately describe accumulation
dynamics happening at much smaller spatial scales. Therefore, due to the inadequacy
of the most commonly used sampling methods and to the previously mentioned high
spatial heterogeneity in plastic distribution over the ocean surface [20], traditional
sampling tools should always be integrated with other observational methods that
help locate the sampling results within the current velocity field, in order to fully
understand the effects of physical processes on plastic transport and accumulation
dynamics.

It is worth mentioning that the majority of techniques described in this section –

such as HF radar, Lagrangian drifters, satellite and airborne data – are intrinsically
devoted to the study of the ocean surface, as this is where most of the work has been
done so far. Surface measurements can provide useful synoptic information and are
very valuable for identifying the surface expression of oceanographic fronts at
various spatial and temporal scales. This is often the first, important step, to guide
more in-depth observations at fronts, using research vessels or gliders [75].

From the ocean dynamics point of view it is well known that water column
dynamics plays a key role in changing ocean stratification and the mixed layer
structure through vertical fluxes of mass, energy, and tracers [58, 76]. Indeed,
surface information alone is not able to fully resolve the complex 3D pathways
that are expected to influence plastic movements in the ocean. Therefore, besides
allowing to characterize surface transport in greater detail, the joint use of surface
measurements and 3D numerical models is very promising in investigating and
improving the accuracy of plastic transport pathways predictions at sea and for
this reason 3D ocean dynamics represents a very active field of research which is
already showing promising results [75, 77–79]. At the same time there is mounting
evidence about the increasing presence of submerged plastic debris, either on the
seafloor [17, 28, 80] and in the water column [15, 81], even though subsurface
transport processes and plastic sinking behavior are still far from being thoroughly
understood. Vertical dynamics plays also a major role in oil spill events where
multiple phases fluxes (liquid, gas, and heat components) interact with ocean
turbulence and mixing processes [82–84]. So, as we further suggest in Sect. 6, direct
measurements of both the physical ocean dynamics and the tracer’s component
remain critical for a comprehensive understanding of 3D current structure and its
role in the fate and vertical displacement of oil, plastic debris, and other contami-
nants [21, 85].
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4.1 Lagrangian Drifters

Transport properties of oceanic and coastal flows have been widely investigated both
at the regional scale and at global level through the deployment of drifters since the
1980s. Modern drifters are floating devices equipped with Global Navigation Satel-
lite Systems (GNSS) receivers designed to drift with currents at different depths
according to the shape and depth of the underwater drogue (Fig. 2). The most
common and widespread types are the “Coastal Ocean Dynamics Experiment”
(CODE) drifter [86] sampling the first meter of water, and the “Surface Velocity
Program” (SVP) drifter [87] sampling currents at 15 m depth. Some of these devices
may also carry other sensors, for example measuring surface temperature, or atmo-
spheric pressure, used for cross-validation of remote sensing observations and for
monitoring climate variability [88]. In the last years, new designs of drifters have
been proposed, and particular attention has been devoted to minimize the environ-
mental impact of deploying expendable devices at sea. For instance, the surface
(60 cm-depth) drifter developed by the Consortium for Advanced Research of
Transport of Hydrocarbon in the Environment (CARTHE) is designed to be 85%
biodegradable [89]. The CARTHE drifter has been widely used for massive deploy-
ments in the Gulf of Mexico to unravel surface transport pathways in areas deeply
exploited by oil and gas companies, to describe the fate of oil released into the
environment, and to inform and guide mitigation efforts [90].

GPS drifter-based connectivity studies allow the investigation of passive trans-
port processes through the analysis of drifters’ trajectories. These studies find
application in many scientific fields, since ocean currents have a crucial role in
mixing ocean properties as well as in carrying and dispersing floating material and
substances of anthropogenic and natural origin [91]. The investigation of predom-
inant transport pathways driven by currents through drifters, together with modeling

Fig. 2 CARTHE (top) and CODE (bottom) drifters before (left panel) and after (right panel)
deployment at sea (Photo credit: Maristella Berta)
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and genetic studies [92–95], puts in evidence the connectivity among neighboring
sea areas, that is used to study sources and fate of biological material influencing
population distribution and dynamics [96]. These studies introduce the important
concept of oceanographic distance, for which two sea areas may be geographically
next to each other but their exchange of properties and substances is enhanced
(or inhibited) by the currents encompassing them [97]. Therefore, a specific area
may preferentially exchange water properties with an area not necessarily spatially
adjacent, because prevailing sea currents put them in connection [98].

The importance of oceanographic connectivity among remote areas, and of the
time scales involved, has been evidenced as well in studies investigating the
complex pathways of floating marine debris both at global and basin scales. For
example, Maximenko et al. [99] analyzed global drifter trajectories to identify five
major oceanic debris accumulation areas centered in the subtropical gyres; van
Sebille et al. [100] investigated the origin and evolution of the global garbage
patches from observational data of the Global Drifter Program in the open ocean
and coastal regions on interannual to centennial timescales; and Zambianchi et al.
[101] used the historical Lagrangian dataset collected in the Mediterranean Sea since
the 1980s to estimate the probability of debris particles reaching different sub-basins.

The distribution of plastic debris and biological material is also strongly affected
by processes taking place at the meso- and submesoscales, and in particular along
fronts, where the interaction of different water masses drives the transport and
accumulation of substances. For instance, in the framework of the 2016 CARTHE
experiment in the Gulf of Mexico, devoted to the investigation of oil spills’ disper-
sion properties, D’Asaro et al. [102] characterized the effectiveness of submesoscale
frontal activity to organize surface material by analyzing surface drifter trajectories
launched across a frontal zone and converging along the frontal line. Customized
surface drifters have also been used by Meyerjürgens et al. [103] to investigate
marine litter pathways in the German Bight, characterized by high concentration of
floating debris coming from the English Channel, and rich of submesoscale fronts in
the coastal and estuarine area, shaping surface accumulation patterns of floating
debris. Similarly, an interesting citizen science-based wooden drifter launch and
recapture approach was used by Schöneich-Argent and Freund [104], to investigate
the dispersal and accumulation of floating litter from coastal, riverine, and offshore
sources in the German Bight.

The GPS drifter release campaigns provide valuable and direct information on
surface transport trajectories. Dispersion properties can also be drawn from single or
multiple particle statistics (Taylor [105] and Ottino [106], respectively; see the
review by LaCasce [107], and the recent assessment of different dispersion regimes
in the ocean from drifter data by Corrado et al. [108]), but generally require a large
number of drifters to be released. The analysis of the dispersion properties gives a
picture of the regimes characterizing the circulation, and may help to evidence
regions of marine debris accumulation or transport barriers. However, it is difficult
and rare to repeat these campaigns with real drifters or to make massive releases such
as those performed by the CARTHE experiments. Most observational experiments
generally use ~O(10) drifters, whereas virtual particle-tracking experiments can
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release ~O(10000) or more particles, thus overcoming this limitation. Since numer-
ical models and HF radars provide Eulerian fields, larger statistics could be easily
obtained on synthetic Lagrangian trajectories based on the velocity field for advec-
tion, plus, in case, a parameterization of subgrid-scale, diffusive processes.

4.2 Eulerian Velocity Fields

As a first approximation plastic particles could be considered as passively advected
water parcels. Therefore, knowledge of surface currents is essential to study the
distribution of plastics at the ocean surface. There are currently only two ways to
obtain temporal evolution of total (geostrophic and ageostrophic components) syn-
optic surface currents over large horizontal areas: numerical models and HF radars,
or a combination of both via data assimilation techniques. Satellite remote sensing
currently only provides fairly coarse information on sea level from which only the
geostrophic component can be deduced.

Numerical models applied to the ocean are now acknowledged for their validity
and performance thanks to the increasing data assimilation and computer capabili-
ties. The Navier-Stokes equations, more or less approximated (hydrostatic,
Boussinesq, LES) are discretized and numerically resolved on a mesh, which defines
the spatial resolution. Subgrid-scale processes are parametrized with empirical
formulae based on theoretical, in-situ and laboratory experiments. While being
aware of the limitations of the numerical approach, it is still the only way to have
a three-dimensional, synoptic view of hydrology and ocean dynamics, and to make
realistic forecasts [109]. The age of machine learning and artificial intelligence may
change this principle in the coming years. Most of the research that has been done in
the last decade on marine debris was based on these numerical simulations, to
predict, and later confirm the existence of the great Pacific garbage patch or other
large-scale convergence zones, as well as to highlight the main driving forces behind
large-scale plastic distribution patterns (e.g., Lebreton et al. [110]; Maximenko et al.
[99], and many others). More recently, higher-resolution numerical models have
been also applied to study the dynamics of litter movements at oceanic fronts and at
smaller spatial scales [26, 52].

On the observational side, HF radars can produce coastal surface current maps at
high spatial and temporal resolution over a relatively wide range (up to
200–250 km). They are land-based remote sensing instruments that gained popular-
ity in the last few decades [111–113]. Their functioning is based on the coherent
Bragg scattering from the “lattice” represented by surface gravity wave trains
propagating at the surface of coastal basins. This happens when their typical
wavelength approaches half the wavelength of the electromagnetic radiation emitted
by the radar. A first Doppler shift in the frequency of the backscattered signal occurs
if surface waves approach or recede from the transmitting antennas. A second
Doppler effect is associated with the presence of currents underlying the gravity
waves, from which it is possible to compute the surface velocity field. Since this
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procedure provides the radial current with respect to the antenna location, it is
necessary to have at least two stations to reconstruct the surface velocity vector
field. HF radars are characterized by very high spatial and temporal resolution; the
former is determined by the operating frequency of the radar, which in turn dictates
its range and coverage (see Table I in Rubio et al. [113]). Their characteristics allow
to get a repeated in time, synoptic view of surface currents which would be otherwise
unobtainable from in-situ or space-based remote sensing techniques. More recently,
also ship-based X-band marine radars emerged as useful tools for diagnosing frontal
features in offshore areas [114] as well as floating patches of plastic debris in coastal
areas [115].

It is clear from above that such systems, as well as the numerical models, do not
provide direct measurements of plastics or other pollutants floating at the ocean
surface. However, synoptic observations of the surface current fields can be used to
reconstruct the transport and fate of buoyant substances, which can then be validated
or ground-truthed by field sampling. This is best done through Lagrangian, i.e.,
water following methods, as discussed in the following sections. However, in the
framework of fronts’ identification, the approach of using high-resolution numerical
models is very powerful, as dynamical velocity-based fronts can be associated with
strong gradients in the water mass characteristics. The time evolution of the 3D front
shape can be followed [116, 117], as well as the interactions with the atmosphere
(wind-stress, air-sea fluxes) and the surrounding environment (gyres, coast, etc.).
The required resolution necessary to simulate surface fronts is the mesoscale to
submesoscale (depending on the Rossby Radius of deformation). Eventually, the
non-hydrostatic versions of a numerical model may improve the resolution of the
strong vertical velocities associated with fronts. HF radars could evidence sharp
velocity, vorticity, and divergence gradients that may reflect the presence of a coastal
front often associated with a boundary current system. By associating information
about surface currents obtained with HF radars and numerical models with particle
advection, one can obtain a good representation of plastic distribution and accumu-
lation pathways.

4.3 Virtual Trajectories and Lagrangian Coherent Structures

The Eulerian velocity fields described in Sect. 4.2 can be used as a basis to compute
virtual particle trajectories, i.e., to provide the so-called Lagrangian view of the flow.
The Lagrangian description is especially useful to describe transport, and many
Lagrangian metrics and tools have been used to provide indications on passive
transport of pollutants such as plastics. Many of the historical metrics used to
describe passive particle behavior are based on the concepts of dispersion. Single
particle or absolute dispersion describes the average distance covered by a random
particle from its initial condition over a given time, while two-particle dispersion
provides the average distance between particle pairs [105, 106]. These statistics
characterize the main spreading properties of a passive tracer and can be used also to
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characterize different fluid dynamic regimes (see, for instance, reviews by Corrado
et al. [108] and LaCasce [107]). Dispersion properties have been computed in the
ocean using in-situ GPS drifters (see Sect. 4.1) but their number is always necessar-
ily limited. For this reason, using virtual particle in numerical models is considered a
very useful approach to complement and guide direct in-situ observations.

Different Lagrangian particle-tracking models coupled to ocean circulation
models have been widely used to evaluate and predict distribution and beaching of
marine debris, assuming a 2D approach. Neglecting the complex 3D physics or the
biological processes experienced by different plastic items during their journey does
not preclude interesting results. At the global oceanic scale, Lebreton et al. [110]
simulated 30 years of plastic debris distribution with specific continuous input
(rivers or cities) resulting in accumulation zones in the large oceanic gyres. Martinez
et al. [118] or Lebreton et al. [22] included additional transport mechanisms (Stokes
drift and windage) and analyzed long-term marine debris pathways. Equivalent
studies have been carried out at basin and regional scales [26, 119–121], yielding
interesting results on the main regional drivers and patterns of floating litter
distribution.

Broadening the perspective to HF radar Lagrangian studies for the very purpose
of pollutant transport studies, the stage for specific HF radar application to oil
pollution events was set back in 1998: Heron et al. [122] looked at the spreading
of a patch of Lagrangian particles advected by the surface current field observed by a
HF radar in Port Phillip Bay, Australia. Uttieri et al. [123] studied the onset of a
major pollution outbreak in the Gulf of Naples. Mantovanelli and Heron [124] used
Lagrangian reconstructions obtained on the basis of HF radar-derived surface veloc-
ities in the Australian Great Barrier Reef area to investigate the fate of oil spilled by a
coal carrier, as well as the spreading of estuarine and inshore waters probably
responsible for the spreading of a fish disease. Transport studies, focused on oil
spill applications, based on HF radar data were also performed in the framework of
the TOSCA project [125], also using non-conventional blending techniques [126] of
radar observations with other sources of information (drifters). More recently,
Sciascia et al. [96] and Cianelli et al. [127] looked at biological transport in two
coastal regions through forward and backward Lagrangian reconstructions, respec-
tively; the latter paper, in particular, succeeded in discriminating between physical
and biological mechanisms in species succession. While some work has been
recently done using X-band radars [115], to the best of our knowledge, HF radars
have not yet been used to study the movements and dynamics of plastic debris, and
this will surely represent a future promising application for this useful technology.

An additional powerful tool that could help to easily identify accumulation or
divergence areas in the velocity field that could impact plastic transport is the
Lagrangian Coherent Structure (LCS) method, coming from the dynamical systems
theory and recently applied to geophysical fluid dynamics [128–132]. LCS are lines
or surfaces that can act as barriers between regions where tracers exhibit different
behaviors, and can be easily mapped with the largest Finite-Time (FTLE) or Finite-
Size (FSLE) Lyapunov Exponents. Where the FTLE measure the exponential rate of
separation of trajectories initially close, FSLE measure the time required for particles
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to separate. These methods require a large number of particles which motivates the
use of virtual trajectories and have been recently used to characterize regimes of
dispersion and mixing [133, 134], to effectively correlate LCS barriers with frontal
regions [135], as well as to successfully identify sources, pathways, barriers and
transport dynamics of anthropogenic debris in subtropical embayments
[136, 137]. Other derived Lagrangian metrics (Finite Domain Lagrangian diver-
gence or Lagrangian Eddy Kinetic Energy) have also been recently used to relate
frontal dynamics and small-scale processes to phytoplankton distribution [138, 139].

4.4 Remote Sensing

Since the launch of TOPEX/Poseidon and ERS-1 missions in the early 1990s, the
growing constellation of altimetric satellites observations allowed us to characterize
large-scale ocean circulation variability down to mesoscales [140–142]. Presently
global sea surface topography is inferred from multi-satellite altimeters combination
(Jason-2, Criosat-2, Altika), being able to resolve features of about 50 km at weekly
time scales [143]. Several projects are now arising to increase the capability of
satellite altimetry to resolve even smaller space scales [144], i.e., submesoscales
(in the order of 10 km or less), such as the Surface Water and Ocean Topography
(SWOT) mission and the Winds and Currents Mission (WaCM). Monitoring and
understanding mesoscale and submesoscale dynamics is essential to interpret the
variability of many other physical and biological ocean properties [145–148], as well
as to investigate the pathways of transport and dispersion of pollutants at sea, such as
oil and plastics. Ongoing efforts are currently underway to develop algorithms able
to identify oceanic fronts [149, 150], and some active or incoming satellite missions
already provide observations that can be used for marine debris monitoring based on
sensors originally meant for monitoring other physical and chemical processes at the
ocean surface, with promising results (e.g., [49, 50]). Nevertheless, considering the
observational limitations of each sensor (related to spectral resolution and range,
sensitivity, spatio-temporal resolution, and coverage), the integration of complemen-
tary and targeted sensors on the same observing platform represents a significant
technological challenge to enhance the performances of marine debris monitoring
from space [151]. The combination of concurrent satellite sensors resolving both the
physical dynamics (in the near future down to submesoscales) and the distribution
and composition of pollutants at the sea surface will provide crucial information on
the role of fronts and currents in influencing the transport and dispersion of floating
debris.

Remote sensing is also essential in case of oil spill accidents, during which a
timely and accurate assessment of the distribution, thickness, and type of the oil
patches and slicks is fundamental to plan efficient response and mitigation strategies
[152]. Typically, observations of oil spills are provided by visible, infrared, and
hyperspectral sensors on board of satellite missions or aerial surveys. Despite the
regular availability and global coverage of satellite missions, the identification and
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monitoring of a specific spill event can be limited by the time of satellite overpasses
and, in case of sensors based on the visible and infrared light spectrum detection, by
daylight conditions, cloud cover, or sun glint [153].

Complementary monitoring comes from airborne observations, which can pro-
vide targeted surveys of areas affected by oil spills with higher resolution in space
and time [154] as well as large-scale surveys of floating macro-litter [155–157]. As
for satellite platforms, specific sensors on aircrafts, such as the thermal and imagery
components, have also proven their effectiveness in the investigation of small-scale
circulation processes with surface signature but related to the dynamics of the upper
ocean layer. Rascle et al. [158] and [159] investigated the dynamics of a very intense
and sharp (30–50 m) front in the Gulf of Mexico through aerial sun glint images used
to retrieve surface roughness and therefore surface current gradients. Their charac-
terization of the frontal activity was confirmed by concurrent remote and in-situ
observations, such as satellite SAR and radiometers, X-band radar, and drifters.
Another example of airborne observations of the small-scale dynamics is based on
infrared images of a very sharp (about 100 m) river plume front surface signature in
the Gulf of Mexico (Fig. 3), whose dynamics have been further investigated through
in-situ samplings of the water column properties (thermohaline and currents),
together with drifter trajectory observations in the proximity of the front [160].

Remote observations of small scale (10–100 m) ocean fronts and of the induced
convergence lines trapping floating material can be also retrieved by optically
tracking the shape evolution of floater clusters through automated aerial imaging
systems mounted on ship-tethered aerostats [161]. In particular, targeted experi-
ments clearly evidenced the influence of sustained wind forcing at the ocean surface,
which drives energetic Langmuir circulation. Under such conditions, the floaters
dense patch starts aligning in windrows after some minutes from deployment, and in
the next hours the windrows spacing grows through windrows merging (Fig. 4). The

Fig. 3 Left panel: nighttime identification of a plume front (Mississippi river) from airborne
infrared images and the contextual deployment of a cluster of drifters along the front (black dots).
Right panel: daytime evolution of the same front (advection toward North-West and warm up by
sunlight). Black lines represent the trajectories of drifters trapped in the frontal margin. The blue star
denotes the position of the river mouth. Color bar limits of the panels are different to enhance details
visibility despite daytime temperature excursion (Modified after Solodoch et al. [160])
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evolution of the streaks, aligned with the wind, allowed to characterize crosswind
and downwind surface dispersion and the spatio-temporal scales involved
[162]. These encouraging applications of aerial observations of contaminant disper-
sion as well as small-scale physical processes further motivate the development of
coordinated observations of both aspects; moreover, the use of drones [163] is also
very promising to enhance the comprehension of the role of ocean currents in
influencing the distribution and transport of plastics and other pollutants at the sea
surface [164–166].

5 Large-Scale, Mesoscale, and Submesoscale Frontal
Systems: Selected Case Studies

In this section we discuss some specific cases of frontal systems and their potential
impact on plastic distribution in the world ocean, going from the large-scale Ant-
arctic Circumpolar Current (ACC), to the mesoscale, describing a NW Mediterra-
nean coastal front, and lastly, to the submesoscale, with a riverine frontal system in

Fig. 4 The study of the formation and evolution over time of Langmuir windrows at the sea
surface. Left and middle images (A–D): ship-tethered aerostat system with camera providing aerial
pictures of bamboo plates cluster deployment and evolution by surface currents. Right panels (a–e):
rectified plates position and alignment at different times after deployment (Images reproduced from
Carlson et al. [161] and Chang et al. [162]. See these papers for a more accurate description of these
images)
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the Northern Gulf of Mexico (GoM). While the scale distinction is very useful to
differentiate the main frontal properties, different spatial scales actually interact with
each other (as shown in the following sections). Large fronts can be seen as the
coalescence of several mesoscale fronts, and mesoscale frontal systems can generate
filaments leading to submesoscale fronts and instabilities.

The three case studies differ not only in terms of main scales, but also in terms of
basic scientific questions and basic results presented here. The AAC provides a
textbook example of how a large-scale frontal system can act as both a barrier and a
mixer, because of the great number of processes involved. The nature of the
“leakage” through the front and its consequences in terms of transport and tracer
distribution is discussed. In the NW Mediterranean case, we concentrate mostly on
the specific mechanism of interaction between a mesoscale coastal front and the
winds that appear to play a key role in the strengthening and disruption of the front,
as well as in the distribution of tracers and plastics. The potential impact of
submesoscale features, observed by HF radar within the larger mesoscale frontal
system, is also discussed. Finally, in the Northern GoM case, we focus on the
influence of submesoscale frontal processes generated by high riverine gradients
on the properties of dispersion and trapping of surface tracers. Results from intense
in-situ surveys including hundreds of drifters and modeling studies performed in the
area during the last decade are discussed, leading to a new perspective on
submesoscale frontal dynamics.

5.1 The Antarctic Circumpolar Current: An Imperfect
Barrier?

The competition between impermeability and cross-frontal exchange in a jet current
has been subject to investigation for decades: a good example of this is provided by
studies on the Gulf Stream in this perspective. Back in 1985 Amy Bower and
colleagues [167] tried to determine the mutual importance of the two contrasting
mechanisms of the current, as “a barrier or a blender,” which is still under debate.
Different scales of motion appear to play very different roles in such a framework
(see, e.g., the very recent paper by [168], who suggest that submesoscale processes
may be at the root of an important fraction of the cross-frontal transport). The same
ambivalence holds true for one of the most prominent large-scale frontal systems: the
Antarctic Circumpolar Current (ACC), where both barring and blending mecha-
nisms seem to coexist. The ACC flows in a latitudinal band of the Southern Ocean
dominated by the westerlies, which represent its major forcing. Together with the
absence of meridional boundaries (due to emerged land, unique to this latitude
range), this zonal pattern of the atmospheric forcing, mediated by the Coriolis effect,
allows for the development of a massive circumpolar current connecting the three
major ocean basins through the Southern Ocean. This powerful system has in turn a
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wide influence on the global ocean circulation, the world’s climate and large-scale
biogeochemical transport.

As first recognized by Deacon [169], the ACC structure is not that of a simple
swift zonal current marking the transition from warm, light subtropical water in the
north to cold, dense Antarctic water in the south. The ACC is characterized by a very
complex structure of multiple jets and fronts. In their classical definition [170], these
fronts develop zonally around the entire Antarctic continent; they are the Southern
ACC Front (SACCF), the Polar Front (PF), and the Subantarctic Front (SAF), (see
Fig. 5) all encompassed by the Southern Tropical Front, or Northern Boundary
(NB) in the North and the so-called Southern Boundary (SB) in the South. They can

Fig. 5 Mean Dynamic Topography (light black lines every 0.1 m) of the Southern Ocean from the
Centre National d’Etudes Spatiales-Collect Localisation Satellites 2018 Mean Dynamic Topogra-
phy data set. Thick black lines stand for three major Antarctic Circumpolar Current fronts, from the
north: SAF ¼ Subantarctic Front; PF ¼ Polar Front; SACCF ¼ Southern Antarctic Circumpolar
Current Front. The NB ¼ northern boundary and SB ¼ southern boundary encompassing the
Antarctic Circumpolar Current are indicated by thick magenta lines. The color bar refers to the
intensity of surface geostrophic currents (Reproduced from Park et al. [171])
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be identified in meridional transects as locations of strong property gradients in the
horizontal and of steep isopycnal slopes [170].

In the velocity field the latter characteristic is mirrored by maxima of the zonal
current [172–174]; this determines the multiple jet pattern which characterizes the
ACC. These fronts separate “zones” [175] relatively homogeneous in terms of
hydrological and biogeochemical properties and even biological populations, differ-
entiated from, and with little exchange with, one another [173]: the Subantarctic
Zone, the Polar Frontal Zone, and the Antarctic Zone [176]. In terms of the three-
dimensional velocity field, this is the surface expression of a meridional sequence of
convergences and divergences (see the classical association of the Antarctic conver-
gence with the Polar Front by Wyrtky [177]). The barrier effect of such a sharp,
banded structure is further enhanced at the surface by the northward Ekman transport
associated with the westerlies, in particular in correspondence of the Subantarctic
and Polar Fronts [178].

In principle, all the above makes both coastal and offshore Antarctic waters the
most isolated region of the global ocean, and for this reason, the Antarctic region has
been traditionally considered relatively unaffected by plastic pollution, even though
crossing of the Antarctic Polar Front by driftwood and fishing-related materials was
already reported in both directions since the early 1960s [179, 180]. In the 1980s, the
arrival of microplastics in Antarctic waters was inferred based on the presence of
ingested plastics in Antarctic seabird species which remain south of the Polar Front
year-round [181, 182], and as a matter of fact, plastic debris has been washing up on
sub-Antarctic islands for decades [183–188].

More recently, our view of the circumpolar fronts as impermeable barriers has
been further challenged by the evidence that storm-driven surface waves and ocean
eddies facilitate crossing of the polar fronts, resulting in more frequent north-south
dispersal of drifting kelp and other materials than previously thought [189, 190]. It is
thus becoming increasingly clear that circumpolar fronts are not impenetrable, and
this finding is further supported by the increasing evidence that the Southern Ocean
is not completely exempt from the arrival of plastic pollution from lower latitudes
[191–193], suggesting that the Antarctic continent is not as isolated from the rest of
the world as previously thought.

The permeability of the ACC occurs most likely where the zonal frontal structure
of the current is not sharply defined: splitting and merging of the multiple fronts have
been broadly observed in different sectors of the Southern Ocean, giving rise to an
intricate structure of the ACC fronts [173, 174, 176, 194–198]. The eddy field has a
peculiar importance for the ACC system, because it is key to its response to the
atmospheric forcing [172, 199, 200], showing patterns clearly dependent on the
bottom topography. In particular, available potential energy due to an increased wind
stress yields a growth of available potential energy by increasing the steepness of
isopycnals, that is eventually released through baroclinic instability (this is the
so-called eddy saturation regime, see [201–203], and references therein). Such
instabilities develop mainly in the regions downstream of major topographic fea-
tures, as nicely illustrated, e.g., by Rintoul [204], which are characterized
by meandering motion, where front merging or splitting takes place (Fig. 6).
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What is more important to our context is that these are the regions where enhanced
mesoscale eddy activity is responsible for cross-frontal exchange at different depths
[205, 206], therefore these instabilities have been defined as “hotspots” of transport,
or “leaky jet” segments ([204, 207, 208]; and many references therein).

All the above suggest that the main cross-frontal exchange mechanism, which
makes the southernmost portion of the Southern Ocean accessible to floating pol-
lutants, and in particular to plastics, is most likely represented by mesoscale eddy
transport. However, the role of these processes in favoring cross-frontal transport of
plastics and other buoyant material clearly deserves to be investigated in more detail.

Lastly, it is worth adding that very little is known about submesoscale motions in
correspondence of the ACC, stemming from mesoscale features [209, 210]: studies
have been mainly focused on their associated vertical transport [211–214], which
leaves the question to their possible contribution to cross-frontal transport enhance-
ment open. With this regard, a recent modeling study by Wichmann et al. [215]
nicely demonstrated that the role of the ACC in preventing transported matter from
entering the Southern Ocean weakens significantly with depth. Moreover, wind- and
wave-driven mixing and Langmuir turbulence can greatly enhance the submersion
of buoyant plastic debris [216, 217]. Therefore, it can be hypothesized that in the
highly dynamic Southern Ocean, microplastics can be more prone to be transported
southward by subsurface currents, hence explaining the low concentrations of
plastics usually found in Antarctic surface waters [218], especially when compared
to subtropical waters north of the STF [192].

As an additional process, Stokes’ drift may act as a supplementary cross-frontal,
meridional transport mechanism, considering in particular that the Southern Ocean is
subject to a very strong wind regime (home to the roaring 40s, furious 50s, and
screaming 60s, see https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/roaring-forties.html). Stokes’
drift is a second-order effect which causes a weak Lagrangian transport in the
direction of propagation of surface waves which is maximal at the surface and
decays with depth [219]. Recent modeling studies [190] suggest that the combina-
tion of eddy transport and Stokes’ drift, in cases of storms, may be at the origin of a
limited, occasional meridional “permeability” of the ACC frontal system to biolog-
ical particle (kelp fragments) southward motion, eventually accessing the
periantarctic ocean. As underlined by Onink et al. [24], the incorporation of Stokes
drift in Lagrangian simulations can lead to a remarkable increase in the arrival of
particles in the Southern Ocean, but it remains unclear whether this is also the case
for microplastics and other pollutants, and further investigations on this topic are
clearly needed.

5.2 A Mesoscale Front in the NW Mediterranean Sea

The Mediterranean Sea is recognized as one of the world’s hot-spot for plastics
concentration [6, 11, 156, 220] and in this basin, the concentration of plastics and
other pollutants often exceeds by orders of magnitude those reported from the main
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global accumulation zones (i.e., the subtropical gyres). The lack of permanent
accumulation zones in the Mediterranean Sea has been already reported by multiple
authors [101, 120, 121, 221, 222], and at the same time, a relatively high variability
is generally observed in both macro and microplastics distribution surveys [6, 223,
224]. This spatial heterogeneity is likely due to a number of different factors:
inhomogeneous distribution of plastic sources, meteorological conditions, sampling
designs, methodological considerations, or the effect of surface currents [20, 225,
226]. Although a clear understanding of the respective contribution of all these
factors is currently lacking, a better discernment of the spatio-temporal variability in
plastic concentrations is important not only because it has obvious implications for
the validity of basin-scale estimates, but also because it enables a better targeting of
future and ongoing mitigation efforts. In this section, we concentrate on mesoscale
processes and their intrinsic variability, by providing some key examples related to a
major mesoscale front in the North-Western (NW) Mediterranean Sea.

The NW Mediterranean basin is characterized by a broad cyclonic circulation
(Fig. 7) with a well-defined boundary current, the Northern Current (NC), or Liguro-
Provencal current. The NC is characterized by a frontal zone, separating lighter
coastal waters of Atlantic origin [227, 228] from the denser interior water masses,
and it has been intensively studied in the last decades from both the experimental and
modeling points of view. It forms from the confluence of two northward branches
flowing on both sides of the Corsica Island and flows westward in the upper
200–300 m along the continental slope of Italy, France, and Spain. It is strongly
seasonally modulated [229–232], with an extended width of approximately 40 km
and relatively weak flow (<50 cm/s) during summer, while during winter the flow

Fig. 7 Schematic of the
Western Mediterranean
circulation: colors represent
topography/bathymetry,
green arrows show the main
circulation branches to the
North known as Eastern
Corsica Current (ECC),
Western Corsica Current
(WCC), and Northern
Current (NC). The Gulf of
Lion (GoL) is an important
dense water formation
location due to the
interaction with Tramontane
and Mistral wind (gray
arrows). The three boxes
show the location of the
measurements reviewed in
Sect. 5.2 (Modified from
Fig. 1 of Berta et al. [77]
with permission of the
authors)
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accelerates up to 100 cm/s, moves closer to the coast becoming narrower and deeper
and the transport increases up to 2 Sv. The flow is also strongly modulated by meso
and submesoscale instabilities [227, 233], especially during winter, as well as by
meteorological forcing responses [74, 234].

From the dynamical point of view, the NC is a mesoscale current delimited by a
frontal area which is primarily characterized by geostrophic balance. Figure 8 (upper
right panel) shows a typical velocity pattern at the sea surface, characterized by an
along-slope maximum, as measured by HF radars in the area of Toulon in a period of
calm winds in December (see Box 1 in Fig. 7). The corresponding depth-dependent
geostrophic velocity within the frontal region is shown in Fig. 8 (upper left panel) as
estimated by hydrographic data collected along a glider section. The interesting
point is that the surface values of the geostrophic velocity exactly coincide with the
values measured by HF radars along the section [77], confirming the predominant
geostrophic nature of the current. Such balance, though, can be strongly altered by
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Fig. 8 Examples of Northern Current velocity measured by HF radar (right panels) and glider (left
panels) during a calm wind period (upper panels), and a period dominated by westerly winds (lower
panels). The black arrows in the right panels are the surface currents from HFR averaged during the
period in which the glider transect (green dashed line) falls inside the HFR coverage (Box 1 of
Fig. 7). The left panels show the geostrophic velocity along the transect as computed from the
hydrographic glider data (modified from Figs. 5 and 6 of Berta et al. [77] with permission of the
authors)
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the presence of instabilities and even more so by meteorological forcing. An
example is shown in Fig. 8 (lower panels), in presence of a westerly wind lasting
more than 3 days, that causes upwelling in the water column, disrupting the front and
causing offshore surface transport as captured by the radar. Indeed, in this case the
geostrophic velocity strongly differs from the surface radar velocity and the interior
current transport decreases to approximately half of its values reaching 0.5 Sv.

As shown in Fig. 8, wind effects play a fundamental role in inducing ageostrophic
processes in the frontal NC. Prevailing winds in the area are along the same axis as
the current, but they can be either in the same direction as the current (easterlies) or
opposite to it (westerlies). Westerly winds, blowing opposite to the current direction,
cause upwelling and tend to move offshore the current core. When they are suffi-
ciently strong and long lasting, the NC front can actually be temporarily disrupted
and arrested. Easterly winds, on the other hand, blow in the same direction as the
current and are downwelling prone and tend to sharpen the front and move the core
of the current toward the coast [234].

Modifications to the frontal zone and processes of frontogenesis and frontolysis
can also occur because of dynamical instabilities of the system. Mesoscale instabil-
ities in the NC are prevalent [227, 235] and are characterized by the formation of
meanders and the generation of secondary circulation with vertical velocities close to
the front, as diagnosed in the framework of quasi-geostrophic dynamics
[236]. Enhanced vertical motion is expected to occur in presence of submesoscale
processes when the geostrophic balance breaks [39, 70], especially within frontal
boundaries and filaments. Indications of submesoscale instabilities in the NC are
shown also by glider sections [237]. Even though vertical velocities have not been
directly measured in the NC front, interior physical and biological patterns suggest
that vertical processes are likely to be very relevant [228, 238–240].

Overall, the processes summarized above suggest that the NC frontal zone can
impact the distribution and transport of tracers, and in particular of plastics, in
several ways:

1. The basic structure of the mesoscale frontal zone and associated currents are
expected to induce enhanced horizontal shear dispersion within the current, while
acting as a barrier toward the rest of the basin.

2. The barrier effect is expected to be disrupted in presence of flow instabilities and
even more so in case of strong winds. Westerly winds are expected to move
surface plastics offshore, while easterly winds can generate an onshore stranding
effect.

3. Instabilities and wind forcing in the frontal zone can lead to frontogenetic effects,
and induce accumulation of buoyant materials at the front. Vertical velocities,
with expected subduction from the dense side of the front can influence the
vertical distribution of microplastics in a way that depends on their properties
and distribution.

Observations of smaller microplastics in the NW Mediterranean area [221, 241,
242], on the other hand, do not show accumulation patterns in the frontal zone. It is
not clear at this point whether this is due to the sparse sampling that does not allow to
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effectively resolve the front, or whether indeed the response of microplastics is
different from the response of buoyant macroplastics. This could be due to the
complex interplay between the physical processes, including vertical cells, and the
nature and sources of microplastics, its buoyancy as a function of materials and
fragmentation history. Further studies are needed to sort these points out.

Direct measurements of plastics in the NC frontal zone are scarce, but a first
synthesis of results obtained from repeated surveys of floating marine debris has
been provided by Ourmières et al. [243] in the French Riviera (Box 2 in Fig. 7).
Visual surveys of floating litter were performed as part of the Marine Strategy
Framework Directive along 67 transects in the period 2006–2008 [244, 245]. The
results are summarized in Fig. 9 where measured floating litter concentrations are
shown, superimposed to the NC path as depicted from a numerical model in terms of
surface velocity field averaged over the transects period [243]. In most surveys,
higher debris concentrations were reported in the NC core and frontal zone, despite
the potential importance of coastal sources. Only in 18% of the cases, high litter
concentrations were observed offshore with respect to the front, and in most of these
cases, a westerly upwelling prone wind event occurred in the previous weeks. From
repeated beach survey observations of stranded litter carried out in three beaches in
2010, episodic enhancement appears to be connected not only to rainfall effects on
the local river, but also to the occurrence of easterly, downwelling prone winds, in
agreement also with previous observations of jellyfish stranding on beaches
[234]. Overall, these results are in good agreement with what can be expected
from the frontal dynamics effects summarized above.

Another interesting aspect that should be further investigated by future research is
the potential role of submesoscale features and coastal eddies on plastic distribution.

Fig. 9 Floating marine
litter distribution observed
along the French Riviera
(Box 2, Fig. 7) during the
EcoOcean cruises (October
2006–October 2008)
superimposed to the mean
surface velocity. Large and
small circles mark the
positions and dates of
observed high (>10 items/
km2) and low (<10 items/
km2) concentrations of
floating debris, respectively
(Reproduced from
Ourmières et al. [243])
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While the NC has a well-defined structure (as shown in Fig. 8), in most areas where
the continental shelf is narrow, there are other areas along its path where the presence
of an extended shelf allows for the formation of submesoscale vortices, especially
during the summer period when the current is weaker. This is the case, for instance,
in the Eastern Ligurian Sea (Box 3 in Fig. 7) and in the area of Toulon (Box 1 Fig. 7)
as evidenced by HF radar observations. Figure 10, shows an example of small-scale
features (order of 5–7 km) depicted from HF radar at both locations at different dates.
These features are characterized by high values of divergence and vorticity reaching
order f (Coriolis parameter; Berta et al. [246]). As shown by Goldstein et al. [20] and
Gove et al. [32], the presence of submesoscale features with high divergence values
can lead to a high spatio-temporal inhomogeneity in plastic concentration, with this
having obvious implications when trying to extrapolate general features in plastic
distribution based on sparse microplastic samples and discrete macro-litter
observations.

Fig. 10 HF radar surface currents measured on the 26th of April 2021 in the area of Toulon, France
(left panels, corresponding to Box 1 of Fig. 7), and in the area of La Spezia, Italy (right panels,
corresponding to Box 3 of Fig. 7) measured on the 26th of September 2017. Vorticity/f (upper) and
Divergence/f (lower panels) colored background are superimposed to the velocity field
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5.3 Submesoscale Fronts in the Northern Gulf of Mexico

The Gulf of Mexico (GoM) is highly affected by anthropic activities with several
consequences, going from frequent red tides episodes [247], massive oil spills due to
platform failures or explosions [248], and high macro- and microplastic concentra-
tions [249, 250]. The large-scale circulation in the GoM is dominated by the Loop
Current (LC) entering from the Yucatan Channel and flowing anti-cyclonically
eastward, while occasionally shedding large LC eddies and displaying a wide variety
of oscillations [251]. In the Northern GoM, the circulation is due to an interplay
between occasional eddy intrusion, wind forcing, and the outflow of the Mississippi
River, entering the Gulf through the typical bird foot delta. The river influx causes a
web of freshwater filaments, creating extended regions characterized by
submesoscale fronts with extensive submesoscale instabilities [252]. The Deepwater
Horizon (DwH) oil spill occurred in the Northern Gulf in 2010 and it is considered to
be the largest marine oil spill in the history of the petroleum industry. This event was
a dramatic demonstration of the effects of such circulation on transport, since oil is a
good tracer and millions of barrels of oil were released into the ocean for almost
3 months, making the impact of convergence regions on the distribution of surface
material visibly evident compared to many past oceanographic experiments. How-
ever, images taken during this disaster did not provide adequate scientific quantifi-
cation of the effect of fronts on ocean surface transport.

With the objective of understanding processes that may influence transport of oil
near the surface of the ocean, as well as evaluating the accuracy of current-
generation ocean models, the CARTHE Consortium (http://carthe.org/) carried out
several field campaigns in the northern Gulf of Mexico in the last few years. Due to
the high information content and high spatio-temporal variability of ocean fronts, a
large number of biodegradable drifters [89] were selected as the observation main
tool (Fig. 2). In addition to GPS drifters, a variety of new instruments were created
for this program to achieve unprecedented levels of dense and overlapping datasets
that span a wide range of spatial and temporal scales (Fig. 11). The reader is referred
to Lund et al. [114], Carlson et al. [161], Chang et al. [162], and Lodise et al. [253]
for a detailed description of the results obtained from the spectrum of tools shown in
Fig. 11.

Overall, on the basis of Gulf of Mexico experiments, the influence of oceanic
fronts on the transport of flotsam can be summarized as follows:

1. Modified dispersion: On the basis of two-point dispersion metrics, data from
300 drifters released during the Grand LAgrangian Deployment (GLAD) clearly
show local or scale dependent transport across all scales measured (summarized
in [252] and references therein). A dispersion deficit in the submesoscale/con-
vergent regime can occur when these processes are not resolved adequately in
ocean general circulation models. This local dispersion hypothesis contrasts with
the alternative hypothesis being that mesoscales can govern dispersion at all
scales, including smaller ones (see Fig. 2 in [254]). Once the dispersion rates
are measured, it is possible to parameterize this Lagrangian drift in ocean models,
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using Lagrangian subgrid models presented in Haza et al. [255]. Poje et al. [252]
also showed that geostrophic currents derived from altimeters have large differ-
ences, further strengthening the point that ageostrophic (submesoscale) processes
are responsible for this difference. By using an ocean model as well as real
drifters’ trajectories, Pearson et al. [256] showed that over scales <10 km,
second-order structure functions of surface drifters consistently have shallower
slopes than Eulerian statistics, suggesting that surface drifter structure functions
differ systematically. The main reason for this discrepancy is the anisotropy when
drifters encounter fronts at scales below 10 km. As shown in a modeling study by
Haza et al. [257], enhanced dispersion by submesoscales is not limited to northern
Gulf of Mexico where freshwater fronts are in abundance. Mixed layer instabil-
ities taking place along the rim of mesoscale eddies can also create enhanced
dispersion by facilitating the flotsam to leak through the mesoscale transport
barriers.

2. Trapping and blocking of surface material: Huguenard et al. [258], Roth et al.
[259], Rascle et al. [158], Androulidakis et al. [260], and Solodoch et al. [160]
document that upper ocean fronts created by coastal fresh water outflows act as
barriers to transport, exerting a strong influence on the pathways of flotsam
coming from the ocean (several examples are shown in Fig. 12). River plume
dynamics influence material transport at the surface, its landfall locations and
timing. In the coastal experiment described by Solodoch et al. [160] all drifters
deployed along the targeted Mississippi plume front that were not recovered by

Fig. 11 Collection of overlapping observations from an experiment performed in the Gulf of
Mexico, in which different instruments were used to progressively zoom in by a factor of 120x
(Image courtesy of Dr. Henry Chang). The reader is referred to Lund et al. [114], Carlson et al.
[161], Chang et al. [162], and Lodise et al. [253] for a detailed description of the results obtained
from the spectrum of tools shown here
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the end of the in-situ survey continued the shoreward propagation and made
landfall a few hours later. Trapping of material was known for a long time, but
quite dramatic examples of complete blocking and diverting the transport to
locations that are hundreds of kilometers from the source of the surface material
are documented in the above-mentioned studies. Furthermore, all ocean fronts
observed in these Gulf of Mexico experiments had a lateral scale on the O(1 m),
and evolved on time scales of several hours, much smaller and faster than known
before.

3. Vertical transport to depth: Densely-launched drifter data sets also contain a large
number of “ocean sink holes.” A very dramatic example is described by D’Asaro
et al. [102], where 300 drifters initially deployed by two ships on a frontal region
over 30 km by 30 km (the size of a large city) collapsed into 30 m by 30 m (the
size of a large classroom), corresponding to a contraction in area by one million
times in a few days. Vertical velocities of several cm/s were measured by
deploying a Lagrangian float on the dense side of the rolling front. The implica-
tion of this observation, made possible only by the availability of large enough
number of drifters, is that the creation of cyclonic submesoscale eddies by frontal
instabilities (anticyclonic ones are prohibited by inertial instability; Wang and

Fig. 12 Images from various expeditions in the Gulf of Mexico showing the impact of upper ocean
fronts on blocking the pathways of flotsam. (Left panel) Ocean drifters released in the vicinity of a
tidal freshwater outflow near Destin FL during a CARTHE experiment, superimposed on SAR
(synthetic aperture radar) image (From Huguenard et al. [258]). (Right upper panels) Drifters
(marked in blue and as P1 to P6) released in northern Gulf of Mexico superimposed on airplane-
based visible image of sea surface roughness (from Rascle et al. [158]). (Right lower panel) SAR
image of Taylor oil spill from northern Gulf of Mexico propagating along the boundary of
Mississippi river outflow (from Androulidakis et al. [260]). In all cases, observational data indicate
that fronts control transport of upper ocean material
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Özgökmen [261]) causes enough vertical velocity to provide a pathway for
material transport from surface to the depth of the oceans (see following section).

6 The Vertical Challenge

There is never enough data in the ocean, and this is particularly true for plastics,
which are typically sampled and observed in a non-systematic way, and whose
distribution may be highly variable in space and time. However, it has been
recognized that what we measure at the ocean surface is a very tiny percentage of
the global yearly input of plastics into the ocean (definitely <5%, with estimates as
low as 1%, as in Koelmans et al. [262]; but see also Cózar et al. [9] or Kaandorp et al.
[263]). These figures have been recently downscaled by Weiss et al. [12], however a
substantial fraction of the missing plastic budget is probably found at the bottom of
the ocean, even reaching the possible deepest locations [264], part of it is probably
trapped in coastal areas [13, 14], ingested by marine biota [265], or fragmented
below our current detection limit [266]. Still, another large share of the global plastic
budget should be probably sought in the water column [16], that is the largest habitat
on Earth, where measurements are challenging, and very scarce.

A (small) number of possible mechanisms have been hypothesized as responsible
for plastic sinking in the ocean, such as entrainment into organic and inorganic
matter, buoyancy loss due to biofouling, incorporation into fecal pellets or transport
through the food web flows [21, 36, 37, 263, 267, 268]. Recent numerical simula-
tions showed that particle properties combined with the global spatio-temporal
variability of physical and biological properties can result in different microplastic
sinking timescales in different regions of the ocean [29, 269]. Also, flash-flood
generated hyperpycnal flows [30] and other extreme events such as tropical cyclones
and tsunamis [270–273] have all been suggested to play an important role for the
sinking of plastic debris in coastal areas, while much less is known about the
offshore sinking processes of the most abundant micrometer-sized particles. We
also know that mixing is taking place in the upper ocean when winds blow over the
surface with enough energy to activate wave-generated mixing and that
microplastics can be advected downwards by these processes. When estimating
microplastic densities based upon manta skimming of the upper surface for instance,
it has been demonstrated that wind- and wave-driven vertical mixing can noticeably
affect the estimation of microplastics concentrations, and correction factors shall be
applied to compensate for these subduction mechanisms [216, 217, 274].

In general terms, we expect that plastic sinking is due to several interacting
processes, involving both direct gravitational sinking and buoyancy transformation
on the one side, and vertical advection by marine currents on the other. Both of these
broad mechanisms, and their potential interaction, are today still very far from being
satisfactorily understood and the discussion is still open. In a recent paper, Egger
et al. [15] suggested that the presence of plastics in the water column is mainly the
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result of a direct “fallout” of small plastic fragments from surface waters, based on a
positive correlation between the number of plastic debris at the sea surface and the
depth-integrated concentrations of plastic fragments in the water column of the Great
Pacific Garbage Patch. It should be noted, though, that the sinking mechanisms of
marine plastics are still largely unknown, differently from the sinking mechanisms of
oil [275], and vertical fluxes of organic matter and other substances that have been
relatively well studied. Plastics sedimentation rates greatly depend on the particle
size, shape, density, and fouling-mediated drag. Microplastics are an extremely
heterogeneous class of solid contaminants, mostly composed by irregularly-shaped
fibers and fragments of varying sizes and materials, and experimental research has
shown that under steady and dynamic flow conditions, particle shape can noticeably
affect microplastic settling rates [276–278].

The possible role of vertical velocities on plastic fluxes is still largely unknown.
Being extremely variable in terms of polymer composition and physicochemical
characteristics, plastic particles are not the ideal passive tracer, but they can be
treated as such at least in first approximation, since many particles, especially
those with densities similar to seawater, behave in a comparable way. Identifying
3D transport pathways of passive tracers in the ocean, including the vertical com-
ponent, is very challenging since vertical velocities are typically orders of magnitude
smaller than horizontal velocities, because of the combined effects of stratification
and earth rotation. 3D Lagrangian simulations also require a much greater compu-
tational efforts if compared to 2D simulations and are thus still limited in number
[29, 53, 269, 276, 279]. Yet, there are specific processes that can enhance vertical
downward and upward velocities, through the formation of convergent and diver-
gent areas. An important role in this direction is played by the wind. As already
discussed in the previous sections, wind induced Ekman transport at large- and
mesoscale can cause significant downwelling and upwelling, inducing vertical
velocities that can reach, in specific episodes, orders of magnitude of mm/s
[53, 280]. Also, at much smaller scales (order 100 m–1 km) the effects of wind
and waves at the ocean surface can induce phenomena such as Langmuir cells and
windrows with significant vertical velocities capable of causing smaller plastic
particles subduction and mixing [51]. This phenomenon is potentially very impor-
tant because it is ubiquitous in the world ocean, but is expected to be limited to the
upper ocean, i.e. the first 10–20 m. This is suggested also by recent results from
drifter clusters [281], showing high convergence values at those scales commonly
measured at the surface in several areas of the world ocean, while at 15 m depth the
values are significantly lower.

Another key element to understand vertical advection is given by frontal dynam-
ics. At the mesoscale, frontal instabilities are expected to generate vertical velocities
of the same order as the Ekman induced velocities, i.e. of the order of mm/s [280],
acting over significant time and space scales (order of tens of km and weeks). As a
matter of fact, Stukel et al. [282] demonstrated that the flux of sinking particles is
twice as high at a frontal system, relative to surrounding waters or to non-frontal
conditions and that mesoscale fronts may be responsible for over a quarter of total
organic carbon sequestration in the California Current. Although the focus of their
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work was on organic carbon, it can be assumed that the role of these processes for the
global plastic cycle is also likely to be significant.

Frontal dynamics are also intensified and further accelerated at the surface
through the formation of submesoscale instabilities [39] that can generate significant
vertical velocities, of the order of cm/s [102]. Lapeyre and Klein [283] have shown
that thin submesoscale filaments (with a width of 5–10 km) formed by frontogenic
eddy interactions are an important source of tracer injection and can lead to large
vertical velocities within these structures, concluding that on a global scale, the
tracer flux associated with these filaments is as significant as that associated with
eddies. Numerical simulations have also shown that buoyant tracers (including
microplastics) accumulate at the surface along submesoscale fronts where they are
subducted downward into the water column [210].

A possible hypothesis that needs further testing is that submesoscale processes,
that are especially prominent in frontal structures, provide a fast and efficient route of
transport within the mixed layer until its base (that can be of the order of 50–100 m,
depending on ocean region and season), while mesoscale instabilities and associated
vertical velocities might be the dominant mechanism to penetrate the deeper ocean
on slower but broader scales. This is suggested, for instance, by recent glider
observations collected by Mahadevan et al. [75] in a frontal system in the Alboran
Sea, showing deep chlorophyll penetration (up to 120–140 m) originated from a
mesoscale instability (Fig. 13).

Despite all the progress made in observing and modeling fronts at the surface of
the ocean, several knowledge gaps still need to be addressed in order to understand
the relevance of submesoscale frontal processes on a global scale. The first is that
since submesoscale fronts cover only a small fraction of the ocean’s surface, and
evolve rapidly, they are hard to find and track using ocean vessels alone. Aerial
platforms have limited range and duration, while satellite sensors have spatio-
temporal resolution limitations. So, there are clearly observational challenges. Sec-
ond, the broad probability distributions of these fronts are not known, given the
limited observations available. If the frequency deviate from a Gaussian/normal
distribution, then this could imply that rare, extreme events, such as the ocean sink
hole identified by almost pure coincidence and sheer data density in D’Asaro et al.
[102] might in fact govern how plastics and other pollutants are transported into the
ocean, similarly to the storm-driven cross-frontal transport observed in the Southern
Ocean by Fraser et al. [190].

Finally, just because oceanic fronts are surface signatures of strong vertical
downwelling surfaces, this does not mean that they are effective conduits for
transporting and sequestering surface material into the ocean’s depths. For instance,
a Lagrangian float deployed by D’Asaro et al. [102] surfaced later through a broad
upwelling zone, without crossing the boundary between the mixed layer base and
stratified layers below (Fig. 14). In the case of plastic transport, a possible hypoth-
esis, that would need verification, is that the combination of vertical transport and
buoyancy property changes occurring at fronts due to increased biological activity
(i.e., fouling) could lead to enhanced and more effective sinking [38]. On the other
hand, for neutral or slightly buoyant particles, the death of fouling organism in the
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deep would probably lead to a re-surfacing of the particles after a certain amount of
time as originally proposed by Ye and Andrady [284], with the so-called yo-yo
effect, leading to additional particle redistribution.

Overall, our understanding about the connection between the surface mixed layer,
where many plastics and pollutants are first released, and the deeper ocean remains
limited, making observation and understanding the vertical transport of material in
the ocean a grand challenge. Progress has been made recently in better understanding
the so-called Mixed Layer Pump, which appears to contribute significantly to
particulate organic carbon export from the mixed layer to the mesopelagic zone
especially at high latitudes, where seasonal variations of the mixed layer depth are
large [285]. However, whether this process is also relevant for plastic pollution is
still unknown. Future research should be aimed at revealing if and how plastic and
other contaminants sink at frontal zones, and how relevant these processes are on a
global scale, ultimately adding a fundamental piece of knowledge to the plastic
puzzle, and helping to finally quantify intercompartmental fluxes between plastic
reservoirs (c.f. [286]).

Fig. 13 Chlorophyll (color, log-scale) and density (contours) measured by a glider crossing a gyre
front in the Alboran Sea in June 2018, showing the downward advection of phytoplankton from
about 50 m to 120 m depth at the front (Reproduced from Fig. 3 of Mahadevan et al. [75] with
permission of the authors)
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7 Conclusions and Outlook

The global mass of plastic produced by mankind is greater than the overall mass of
all terrestrial and marine animals combined [287] and every year, a remarkable
portion of mismanaged plastic debris arrives at the ocean surface where it has now
become a constant and ubiquitous presence. Nevertheless, our understanding of
plastic fluxes, pathways, and fate in oceanic environments is largely incomplete
and many of the biological, physical, and geochemical processes that influence the
horizontal and vertical transport of plastic at sea (e.g., degradation, sinking, frag-
mentation, ingestion, beaching) still need to be investigated in detail.

In this chapter we focused our attention on the role of oceanic fronts in influenc-
ing the accumulation of plastics and other pollutants, shaping their distribution over
the ocean surface, and possibly contributing to their final sinking. We showed that in
correspondence with frontal systems, convergence zones potentially accumulate
large amounts of floating debris, while at the same time they can favor or prevent
the spread of floating material between compartments. We also discussed the still

Fig. 14 Behavior of a Lagrangian float deployed along the downwelling frontal boundary of the
sink hole as described in D’Asaro et al. [102]
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challenging questions related to the potential role of fronts in the vertical transport of
microplastics. Direct measurements of vertical microplastic distribution at fronts are
not available yet, and also the investigation of vertical velocity mechanisms is a still
open and active area of research, indicating that downwelling frontal areas can
potentially export large amounts of debris into the deep sea over relatively short
spatio-temporal scales. Oceanic fronts are difficult to locate, but given their ubiqui-
tous presence in the world’s ocean, their contribution to the global plastic cycle is
probably not negligible and their role in creating surface concentration zones and in
removing debris from the sea surface clearly deserves further investigation.

The interaction of mesoscale and submesoscale processes with the general oce-
anic circulation can potentially create tremendously complex patterns in the distri-
bution of plastic debris. Even an ocean at rest could accommodate a significant
inhomogeneity through geographical variation in plastic sources and environmental
variables, time-dependent forcings, and different polymer behaviors. Understanding
the mechanisms responsible for such a high observed variability in plastic distribu-
tions is thus an extremely difficult task. Recent advances in measurement technol-
ogies will likely play a pivotal role in advancing future research capabilities. At the
same time, the linkage of such measurements with more advanced numerical models
(e.g., based on artificial intelligence, data assimilation and machine learning tech-
niques) will likely yield important insights into the mechanisms controlling plastic
patchiness in the ocean.

Future research should be focused on better understanding plastic movements in
the ocean, in order to more efficiently target intervention and mitigation measures.
Being punctiform in space and time, it is becoming increasingly clear that traditional
plastic sampling alone is not comprehensive enough to describe complex evolving
dynamics such as those involved with frontal systems and oceanic circulation.
Improving remote sensing capabilities, developing automated and/or autonomous
plastic sensors, and most of all, implementing process-oriented sampling designs are
urgent priorities in marine litter research. Estimating the global relevance of all the
processes reviewed by this chapter is not an easy task. Future studies should ideally
make use of an interdisciplinary array of innovative tools and integrated earth
observational instruments that will ultimately enable us to predict and locate more
precisely fronts, plastic accumulation areas, concentration hotspots and at last, more
effective remediation targets.
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