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There are a number of products used during 

construction to temporarily protect soil from 

erosion and facilitate the establishment of 

vegetation. These erosion control measures are 

designed and implemented to minimize 

sediment loss and to retain sediment on site. 

Several of these products, however, commonly 

contain plastic netting.1 Erosion control 

blankets (ECBs) containing plastic netting are 

well documented throughout the literature to 

pose a significant danger as an entanglement 

hazard to wildlife. 2,3,4,5 Mortality resulting from 

entanglement can impact a wide range of 

species, ranging from snakes and fish, to small 

mammals and birds.  The number and diversity 

of animals killed or maimed can be substantial, 

and can include any number of species which 

are considered threatened or endangered.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. A snake entangled in plastic ECB.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Fish “gilled” in plastic ECB after rising water levels at a 

detention basin construction site.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. A Brant entangled in plastic ECB.   

Plastic ECBs Contribute to Microplastic 

Pollution 

Synthetic ECBs are typically constructed with 

polypropylene plastic, which is one of the most 

persistent plastic products produced due to its 

ability to resist decomposition. Further, plastic 

ECBs are actually designed to fragment into 

small particles when exposed to sunlight in a 

process known as “photodegradation.” These 

small particles represent pollutants of an 

emerging concern that have been 

demonstrated to cause irreparable harm to 

aquatic organisms and the ecosystems in which 

they are found. Plastic pollution in waterbodies 

is a growing concern not only in marine 

environments, but freshwater streams and 

lakes where microplastics have been found in 

even the most remote aquatic systems. The 

United States Geological Survey (USGS) recently 

reported that there are on average 112,000 

particles of plastic per square mile of Great 

Lakes water and 12% of freshwater fish now 

contain plastic particles.6 

Other Concerns 

Larger sections of plastic ECBs can also become 

entangled in mowers and interfere with 

property maintenance. Some plastic netting 

may not photodegrade for years, resulting in 

“eyesores” and reducing natural aesthetic 

qualities; especially along roadways, in parks 

and other natural areas. Some plastic ECBs have 
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been found by Department staff to still be 

intact and persisting on the landscape more 

than seven years following installation! 

The Ecological Repercussions of Using 

Plastics in Erosion Control Products 

The continued use of plastic ECBs presents 

numerous ecological and sustainability 

problems in the context of IDNR’s conservation 

missions. 

The scale of the problem is significant. There 

are an estimated 12 million pounds of plastics 

used in erosion control blankets each year in 

North America according to manufacturing 

sources. With 164 pounds of plastic used per 

acre to construct a temporary erosion control 

blanket, it is the equivalent of 700 water bottles 

being spread over one acre of construction site. 

These plastics break down into microplastics 

and threaten our aquatic ecosystems and the 

Great Lakes.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4. Project site covered with plastic ECB post-construction. 

 

Introducing and Promoting Viable 

Alternatives to Plastics  

The IDNR is evaluating the phased removal of 

plastics in all temporary erosion control 

products. The use of plastic ECBs, especially 

those in the form of welded netting with 

wildlife entanglement risks, presents a number 

of environmental concerns that are contrary to 

the conservation and sustainability goals 

promoted by the IDNR.  

Use of plastic netting is inappropriate adjacent 

to and within natural areas (e.g., Nature 

Preserves, state parks, wildlife areas, and 

other sensitive habitats). Instead, a natural 

fiber woven mesh should be used.  

The IDNR encourages other state and local 

government agencies to make this transition to 

viable alternatives as well. Several states have 

begun implementing similar changes,7,8,9 and 

the erosion control industry has welcomed this 

transition.  

The most immediate mitigation for wildlife 

mortality is to fully eliminate the use of fixed or 

welded-joint plastic netting. Designs 

incorporating woven openings between netting 

twine (loose weave, leno weave, gauze weave) 

allow openings to be stretched as an animal 

passes through, thus reducing the potential for 

entrapment and mortality (Figs. 5 and 6). 

While it may not be possible to find viable 

alternatives for all erosion control products 

containing plastics in the immediate future, the 

intent is to reduce the use of plastics as much as 

practicable over a phased period.  In order to 

accomplish this, erosion control specifications 

must be developed to encourage or require the 

use of biodegradable products where they are 

available, functional, and cost effective. The 

development of modified guidelines should 

come from existing Technical Committees (such 

as those associated with the Illinois Urban 

Manual) that were established to address 

erosion control Best Management Practices 

(BMPs) in Illinois, as well as include industry 

involvement. Concurrent development and 

evaluation of biodegradable alternatives will be 

a critical component of the transition.  

Ultimately, we seek the elimination of plastic 

ECBs in favor of practical biodegradable 

alternatives. Erosion control specifications 

should focus on products with natural fiber and 

promote the use of biodegradable materials.  
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Figure 5. Leno weave, natural fiber with non-welded joints. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Natural fiber cross-lay weave 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Natural fiber Curlex netted or net free. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Hydraulic erosion control products (HECPs).  
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