NewStraitsTimes . SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 22, 2025

20

FISHEF

Volunteers clear
80 tonnes of
rubbish choking
Guanabara Bay

RIO DE JANEIRO

ISHERMAN Jose Antonio

Crispin recalls the days

when he would throw out

i a net and get a decent
haul of fish around Pombeba Is-
land, a small oasis in Rio de
Janeiro’s iconic Guanabara Bay
that is being suffocated by trash.
“Now, the net only brings

garbage, garbage, garbage. And

we can’t survive that way,” the
60-year-old said, as a team of
volunteers including a two-
time Olympic sailing champion,
endured record heat this week
to collect hundreds of sacks of
plastic waste in a clean-up drive

on the island.

The tiny island is a magnet for
waste in Guanabara Bay — the
site of one of the world’s most
postcard-perfect views and a
graveyard of failed plans to clean
up waters flooded with rubbish,
raw sewage and chemicals.

Fishermen like Crispin receive
a payment for helping in the
clean-up initiative to make up for
hisloss of income.

The drive to clean up 80 tonnes
of waste suffocating the shores of
Pombeba is led by former sailor
Juliana Poncioni, 37, director of
the Nas Mares ocean conserva-
tion organization.

Guanabara Bay provided one of
the biggest headaches during
Rio’s hosting of the 2016
Olympics, as sailors complained
about floating rubbish and filthy
waters despite a rush of clean-up
measures.

Two-time Olympic sailing
champion Martine Grael and oth-
er members of her SailGP racing

People collecting
accumulated on the beaches of
Pombeba Island in Guanabara
Bay, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil,
recently. (Inset)  Fishermen
sailing to Pombeba Island in
Guanabara Bay. AFp Pix

team were also among around
50 volunteers involved in the
clean-up.

“What we really want are ac-
tions that make a difference,”
said Grael, 34.

Poncioni said emerging patch-
es of sand from under the trash
“bring hope”, but the untenable
situation should also be a wake-
up call for politicians.

“This problem is not in Gua-
nabara Bay or Brazil or Rio de
Janeiro, it is a global problem,”
said Poncioni.

“We have to stop the plastic
tsunami. As humanity, we pro-
duce 400 million tonnes of plas-
tic per year, and 11 million end up
in the ocean.”

A team of researchers from the
Biotema environmental monitor-
ing group was also on the island,
studying the presence of mi-
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croplastics — which have been -

found on the highest mountain
peak, - in the deepest ocean
trench and scattered throughout
almost every part of the human
body.

“Once consumed by aquatic
microorganisms, (microplastics)
are transported to our body, caus-
ing toxicity,” said team leader An-
dre Salomao, while placing sam-
ples of sand and plastic waste in
glass containers.

The dire state of the waters in
Guanabara Bay again came under
the spotlight last month when

Rio de Janeiro and the neigh-
bouring city of Niteroi presented
their candidacy to host the 2031
Pan American Games.

Water and sanitation operator
Aguas do Rio in 2021 signed a
contract to spend millions of dol-
lars to clean up the bay.

When presenting their candi-
dacy for the Pan American
games, authorities renewed their
commitment to properly treat the
wastewater of 10 million resi-
dents living around the bay in Rio
and other municipalities, by
2030. AFP



