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Plastic Pollution

There is a vast whirling mass of water in the North Pacific. This area is choked with dead fish, marine
mammals, and birds. They have been killed by the masses of plastic rubbish swirling round and
round.

Some of these plastics will not break down in the lifetimes of the grandchildren of the people who
threw them away. The very thing that makes plastic items useful to consumers, their ability to
withstand wear and tear, also makes them a problem in marine environments.

Ten per cent of the one hundred million tonnes of plastic produced each year ends up in the sea.
About twenty per cent of this is from ships and oil platforms, and the rest from land.

Take a walk along any beach anywhere in the world and washed ashore will be many plastic bags,
bottles and containers, polystyrene packing, pieces of fishing net and discarded lengths of rope.
Together with traffic cones, disposable lighters, vehicle tyres and toothbrushes, these items have
been casually thrown away on land and at sea and have been carried ashore by wind and tide.

At sea and on shore, under the influence of sunlight and wave action, these items simply break
down slowly into ever smaller particles. A single one-litre bottle could break down into enough small
fragments to put one on every mile of beach in the entire world.

Larger items are eaten by seabirds and other animals which mistake them for prey. Many seabirds
and their chicks have been found dead, their stomachs filled with medium-sized plastic items such
as bottle tops, cigarette lighters and balloons. A turtle found dead in Hawaii had over a thousand
pieces of plastic in its stomach and intestines.

Over a million seabirds and one hundred thousand marine mammals and sea turtles are killed each
year by swallowing plastics or by getting entangled in discarded fishing nets and line. Even tiny
jellyfish-like creatures become entangled in lengths of plastic wire, or eat the small plastic particles
floating in the water.

There is a sinister twist to all this. The plastics can act as a sort of ‘chemical sponge’ that soaks
up many of the most damaging pollutants found in the world’s oceans. So any animal eating these
pieces of plastic debris will also be taking in highly toxic pollutants.

The floating plastics can also affect marine ecosystems in a surprising way, by providing a ready
surface for organisms to live on. These plants and animals can then be transported on the plastic
far outside their normal habitat. These ocean ‘hitch-hikers’ can then invade new habitats where they
become nuisance species.
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