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The oceans have become our dustbin. While altimetry satellites can’t tackle this modern-
day plague on their own, by monitoring ocean currents and circulation they can help us 
to better track all kinds of pollutants and anticipate where they are likely to accumulate. 
For example, after the tragic tsunami that hit Fukushima in Japan, toxic waste was 
discharged into the ocean from the damaged nuclear power plant. Knowledge of ocean 
currents, notably the Kuroshio Current, helped to predict where the waste would flow.

In the event of an oil spill from a stricken tanker or a ship deliberately flushing its tanks at 
sea, we can predict the slick’s likely path and prepare to protect coastlines. Using ship 
positioning data and current charts, we can also work backwards to trace the source of 
pollution. Maps derived from altimetry data help to track other objects and determine if 
they are going to come ashore, like for example containers that fall overboard in a storm 
or ships running adrift. Not long ago, the existence of a 7th continent was brought to the 
public’s attention. Every year, more than 30 million tonnes of waste are tipped into the 
oceans. A sizeable part of this waste is made up of microplastics. Ocean current charts 
derived from altimetry data have shown that certain circular currents trap the waste, 
creating “danger zones” for marine life. The ocean garbage patch between Hawaii and 
the coast of California is six times the size of France.
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