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Skimming the surface

New floating device traps trash from Long Island Sound

Matthew Brown / Hearst Connecticut Media

Sophia Arnaboldi, a junior at Greenwich Country Day School, prepares to skim the surface trash collected in the
skimmer at the docks at Harbor Point in Stamford. The skimmer, basically a floating dumpster, collects trash off Long
Island Sound and the Mill River inlet.

By Ignacio Laguarda

STAMFORD — Bottles, food wrap-
pers, cigarette butts, and loads of
leaves are just some of the items that
have turned up in a new trash-collect-
ing contraption installed in Stamford
Harbor.

The receptacle, which essentially
looks like a dumpster partially sub-
merged in water, is called a skimmer,
and was gifted through a grant to
Stamford nonprofit Sound Waters to
help clean the Long Island Sound.

While its purpose is collecting
trash, one skimmer is unlikely to
make much of a dent in eliminating
debris from the water, according to
SoundWaters staff. They see the skim-
mer as more of an educational tool
that will help collect data on the types
of trash that float into it.

The skimmer works by sucking in
trash, oils and other debris, while A group of Greenwich Country Day School students collect trash from the

See Skimmer on A8  skimmer and sort it to document what type of debris is ending up in the Sound.
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pumping oxygen back into
the Sound.

Leigh Shemitz, president
of SoundWaters, said the
skimmer helps people visu-
alize the troubling level of
debris that makes it into the
water.

“It is mesmerizing,” she
said. “Watching all these
pieces of plastic makes you
realize how big the problem
is.”

Seeing how much trash
floats into the structure
isn't as easy as walking up
to it, as it is covered. How-

ever, SoundWaters hosts
clean-up events in which
visitors can scoop items out
of the skimmer, sort the
items and document the
type of trash inside.

The skimmer was in-
stalled in early October and
will be removed next
month before the cold sets
in. The plan is to return the
trash-collecting receptacle
to the water around April.

So far, there have been
only been a handful of
trips to the skimmer to
collect trash, sort it, and
document it. The most
common items found in-
side were leaves, plastic
bottles and caps, packag-

ing, and cigarette butts.

For Shemitz, the mes-
sage for Stamford resi-
dents is simple: “If it’s on
the ground, it’s in the
Sound.”

The fine for littering in
Stamford is $90 for any
material that is less than
one cubic foot. Anything
larger than that amount can
result in a whooping fine of
$1,000.

Some of the items that
turn up on the city’s beach-
es and waters are seeming-
ly direct results of local
policies and bylaws.

For example, the number
of plastic bags found in a
recent beach cleanup was
85 percent less than the
previous year, a possible
indication of the effects of
Stamford’s plastic bag ban
that took effect in May.
Additionally, the copious
amount of leaves that make
it to the Sound appears to
be directly connected to
how the city handles leaf
pickup, by having residents
push leaves to the curb,
where they often end up in
catch basins.

In an email, SoundWa-
ters spokesperson Bob
Mazzone said the skimmer
would “open our eyes to the
pervasiveness of the marine
debris problem.”

“It will inform us about
what detritus from our
daily lives we are misman-
aging so that it makes its
way to the water,” he said.

The location for the
skimmer was chosen by
Harbor Point developer
BLT, Shemitz said. The
spot, which is just a few
feet away from the back of
restaurant Mexicue, tends
to attract debris, she added.

Ted Ferrarone, chief

operating officer for BLT,
said the developer was
happy to work with Sound-
Waters on the project.

“When they brought the
opportunity to us, it
seemed like an ideal way to
educate people on how they
can have a positive impact
on the quality of the har-
bor,” he said.

The $12,000 skimmer is
the first of its kind in the
Sound, Shemitz said.

The grant to pay for the
device came from Long
Island Sound Futures
Fund, which is a combina-
tion of funds from the Envi-
ronmental Protection
Agency, U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service and Na-
tional Fish and Wildlife
Foundation.

SoundWaters received
roughly $21,500 from the
grant, with a matching
fund of about $19,400 from
grantees such as Clean
Ocean Access. The descrip-
tion of the grant states the
skimmer will remove just
over 3,000 pounds of debris
from the Sound. Besides
the purchase of the skim-
mer, the grant money will
go toward maintenance and
research.

Shemitz, who said
SoundWaters is always
looking for ways to improve
the environment, said she
wants to add more skim-
mers in Stamford waters.

She said anyone looking to
access the skimmer and help
with the trash research proj-
ect can send a message to
volunteer@soundwaters.org.

“It’s a great activity,”
Shemitz said. “It’s a chance
to see something powerful.”
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