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THE ELIZABETH RIVER TRAIL



Trail Cleanup

Organized by the 
Elizabeth River Trail 

Foundation in 
coordination with the 

City of Norfolk 
Department of Works

The Trail is 10.5 miles 
in total stretching from 

Norfolk State 
University to the 

Hermitage Museum 
and Gardens

I volunteered with the 
ERT Foundation to 

clean up the section of 
the trail around Harbor 

Park

50 plus people 
showed up and we 

were split up into pairs 
or small groups

We collected and 
recorded trash picked 
up to be used as data 

for Trash Free Seas

Trash Free Seas  is a 
program run by Ocean 

Conservancy to 
prevent trash from 

entering our 
waterways

https://elizabethrivertrail.org/about-us/
https://elizabethrivertrail.org/about-us/
https://oceanconservancy.org/trash-free-seas/


My Group Data

◦ I was in a pair with a fellow local citizen 
who is a Navy Corpsman

◦ This was the form we all used to record 
the data

◦ Recording the data was eye-opening

◦ Most of the trash collected was plastic

◦ We filled two bags



SECTION DATA FROM COORDINATOR



Highlights from ERT Section Cleanup

Covered an area of ~ 1 mile

Collected 30 bags of trash weighing a total of 160 lbs.

Top 5 types of items collected:
• Cigarette Butts
• Plastic Pieces less than 2.5 cm
• Plastic Bottle Caps
• Food Wrappers
• Glass Pieces less than 2.5 cm



Plastic Waste 
Threatens 

the Health of 
the 

Chesapeake 
Bay

◦ Plastic waste in the US has increased tenfold from 1970 to 2018 while 
only 8.7% (3.09 mil tons) gets recycled in the US (US Government 
Accountability Office, 2021)

◦ A 2020 study found that plastic waste pollution in the Chesapeake Bay 
was found downstream from most major cities (Bikker, Lawson, 
Wilson, & Rochman, 2020)

◦ Beach surveys in the Commonwealth of Virginia have shown that most 
plastic debris is derived from food and beverage uses, with smoking-
related products also making a sizeable contribution (Hale, Seeley, & 
Cuker, 2020)

◦ A 2014 study found that microplastic levels in the Chesapeake Bay 
peaked following rain events and increased surface runoff, supporting 
the hypothesis that land-based sources were major contributors. 
(Yonkos, Friedel, Perez-Reyes, Ghosal, & Arthur, 2014)

◦ Plastic waste within the context of the One Health Model

◦ Microplastics can poison, entangle, and buildup in animals

◦ This can be transferred through the food chain

◦ Research to date suggests that the potential human health effects 
of exposure to plastics include respiratory irritation, dyspnea, 
decreased lung capacity, coughing, obesity, increased phlegm 
production, cardiovascular disease, asthma, and cancer (Morrison, 
et al., 2022)



Reflection 
on the 

Experience

◦ Cleaning up a section of the Elizabeth River Trail was 
surprisingly easy

◦ Working with your fellow citizens is a good way to get to 
know your neighbors and make an impact on 
environmental health

◦ This experience is perfect for replicating more frequently 
and is a great entry-level event for everyday people to get 
involved

◦ Student orgs from ODU like the Student National 
Environmental Health Association and the PHSA could 
coordinate with the Elizabeth Trail Foundation and the City 
of Norfolk to expand upon the work being done to “Keep 
Norfolk Beautiful”.

◦ Experience helps fight off climate catastrophe existential 
dread, you can make a difference, however small, and you 
are not powerless.



Reflection on Personal Skills

It helped me to get out of my comfort zone and meet new people

The organizers were very helpful and willing to network to provide data and assistance with reports

It helped me rebuild my social skills which have regressed since being isolated due to the pandemic

It was a positive experience in building my communication skills, would recommend it for introverted people

The experience was low-pressure and good exercise walking around

It was empowering to be a part of the community while serving the community



Service Learning plus 
Classroom Learning

◦ Service learning is an excellent way to put what you learn in 
the classroom into action

◦ Knowledge without action does not help anyone

◦ It also helps you develop the skills to build working 
relationships in your community

◦ Service learning informs how you want to build future 
interventions

◦ This experience was a great way to bring people together, 
get them excited about making a difference, and ensure 
people get educated and involved

◦ It made the public active partners in public and global health

◦ Service learning allows future and current public health 
workers to do public health with the community, instead of 
doing public health to the community
◦ It is a collaborative effort, you cannot lead the public to 

do anything unless they trust you
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