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The Marine Conservation Society is the UK’s leading marine charity. We grew from the hard work and forward-thinking of a number of people who, in the 1970s, could see the harm being wreaked on our marine environment. We started out as the Underwater Conservation Society and became the Marine Conservation Society in 1983, led by marine scientists with a network of dedicated volunteer supporters. Our role is to educate and inspire people to change their habits, opinions and preconceptions to help preserve our oceans for generations to come. We’ve treated our seas with too little respect for too long – too many fish have been taken out, too much rubbish put in. Now our seas are paying the price for the years of neglect and unrestricted damaging activities, with rising levels of pollution and species in decline. Our work has resulted in the creation of marine protected areas around the UK, plastic carrier-bag charges to reduce litter and supermarkets being more aware of the need to stock sustainable seafood. We’ve made sure that more people than ever know the dangers of marine litter, especially plastic litter. You can support our work – see www.mcsuk.org.


About the authors

This book has been written by three key members of the Marine Conservation Society:

Luca Bonaccorsi is a journalist, campaigner, economist and environmentalist with over twenty years of international experience. Luca has investigated environmental crimes and disasters in various areas of the world such as Afghanistan, Laos, the Gulf of Thailand, the Gulf of Mexico, South Africa, Lebanon and Italy. He has edited national publications, and hosted radio and TV programmes. He is currently the Director of Engagement and Communications at the Marine Conservation Society.

Richard Harrington is a marine biologist, passionate about rocky seashores and shallow seas. He has visited many places around the UK and other parts of the globe, but was affected most by an eye-opening trip to the gannetry at Grassholm Island, Pembrokeshire to free birds tethered to their nests by plastic waste. He has previously worked as a warden on the stunning St Mary’s Island, and worked with young people and volunteers for the RSPB. Richard writes for Coast magazine, and is currently Head of Communications at the Marine Conservation Society.

Clare Fischer is a former BBC broadcaster, who spent almost twenty years presenting, producing and reporting for local radio. Trained at the London College of Printing, she joined the BBC via local newspapers and commercial radio. She presented across the day including Breakfast, Mid-Morning, Afternoon and Drivetime shows. She is currently PR Manager at the Marine Conservation Society.


About the book

Choking. Starving. Poisoning.

This is what plastic litter is doing to marine life. Our oceans are, quite simply, facing environmental disaster. Yet by taking some simple steps and making a few changes to your daily routine, you can help to change this.

How to Live Plastic-Free will teach you everything you need to know about reducing your plastic usage on a daily basis. Structured as a ‘day in the life’ the chapters start with a typical morning routine and take you through your day, giving you tips and practical advice for removing unnecessary plastic at every possible opportunity.

From the moment you wake up, to the time you go to bed, you will learn how easy it can be to use plastic-free cosmetics, how to have plastic-free mealtimes, how to change your shopping habits and how to consider your use of plastic items at work.

These simple, practical methods will show that small changes to your lifestyle can make a huge change to the future of our planet.


To the men and women who, across the world, dedicate their lives to the conservation of nature.

To the men and women of the Marine Conservation Society, who have been part of this ‘extended family’ for thirty-five years.

To our volunteers, who have joined us on thousands of beach cleans – they’ve removed millions of items of litter from our coastline, not giving them the opportunity to reach the world’s oceans.

To the ocean, that never ceases to inspire us.


‘It is a curious situation that the sea, from which life first arose, should now be threatened by the activities of one form of that life. But the sea, though changed in a sinister way, will continue to exist; the threat is rather to life itself.’

Rachel Carson, The Sea Around Us, 1951

‘It is one world. And it’s in our care. For the first time in the history of humanity, for the first time in 500 million years, one species has the future in the palm of its hands. I just hope he realizes that that is the case.’

Sir David Attenborough, Blue Planet II, 2017
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INTRODUCTION

IT’S TIME FOR A PLASTIC DETOX

This is not a book against plastic. It is a journey through a typical day in our lives. One made with fresh eyes.

We’re so used to it we don’t realize that, from the moment we open our eyes in the morning, most of what we see is made of plastic. And we’re so used to it that we’ve stopped asking the important questions: is this necessary? Where does this plastic come from? Where will it end up once it has done its job?

This book will help you ‘treat’ your (often unrecognized) plastic addiction. It will make you notice things you’re so used to that you’ve stopped minding them: why is there a straw in my drink, why a stirrer? Why is my sandwich wrapped in plastic, and my coffee, my fork, my salad, my toothbrush and toothpaste, the shampoo, the kids’ toys? My clothes. My chair and table, the carpet and the ceiling. How did that happen? How do we change it?

THE ENVIRONMENTAL EMERGENCY

Choking, starving, poisoning. That’s what plastic litter is doing to marine life and as our understanding increases, so does the horror. Not a day goes by without new scientific evidence making the headlines about the plastic plague that is enveloping our seas, like a virus with no known cure.

At first it was the stranded, starved animals with stomachs full of plastic that told us how lethal the light, sturdy and practical material we use everyday is, once out at sea. Then, with research progressing, the plot thickened and became even gloomier. Plastics in the ocean are not just mistaken for food and ingested, they’re creating a toxic nightmare that’s messing with Mother Nature. We know now that man-made chemicals cling to plastics, like the crew of a sunken ship clinging to a life raft. With an estimated 300 billion pieces of plastic floating in the Arctic Ocean alone,1 all acting like a toxic sponge to carcinogenic and endocrine-disrupting chemicals (substances that cause cancer and serious dysfunctions in our hormonal balance) such as PCBs, BPAs and pesticides, our seas are facing horrors on an unprecedented scale.

Animals that have survived for centuries in the remotest parts of the world are now playing a role in a real-life drama – their bodies are being changed by an unseen enemy. Polar bears, for example, are not just up against climate change. Chemical pollutants have been found to weaken their immune system and are playing havoc with their reproductive cycle. Toxins are also disrupting the hormones of both males and females.2 A mating disaster. Seal pups, irresistibly cute with their big, sad eyes, are being born already affected by high levels of toxins like PCBs. The pups have reduced immunity due to the transfer of these chemicals from their mums, making them more vulnerable to infection. These toxins have also negatively impacted seal reproduction.3 Hideously, spontaneous abortions in Californian sea lions have also been linked to these chemicals.4

Albatrosses form lifelong partnerships, and after roaming the open seas in solitude they return to the same mate, in the same place, year after year, to raise their chicks. Pretty amazing. But for Sir David Attenborough they’re the protagonists of one of the most heartbreaking stories of Blue Planet II. He shared with all of us a moment in which he witnessed an albatross mum and dad, returning from their long and arduous fishing expeditions, only to unload not sand eels, fish or squid, but . . . plastic.

And the gallery of horrors continues. Billions of nurdles – the plastic pellets that are used in the plastic industry – are lost into the environment annually. They’re the same size and shape as fish eggs, and, sadly, many species of seabird feed this toxic plastic to their chicks. Like the albatross, our very own fulmar population is also affected, with plastics, including nurdles, being found in the digestive system of over 90% of tested birds.5

In 2016 the Ellen MacArthur Foundation produced a controversial report with some truly disturbing conclusions: the equivalent of one entire truck of plastic (8 tonnes) is dumped in the sea every minute and, in a business-as-usual scenario, by 2050 we might have more plastic than fish (by weight) in the sea.6 You don’t need to be a passionate diver or snorkeller to dread the horror of that moment.

THE TIME HAS COME TO CHANGE ALL THIS

We must change the way we produce and consume plastic. The solutions are readily available and economically viable. None will require us to adopt monastic lifestyles. These solutions will get increasingly cheaper, and innovation will create more answers, as the market for nature-friendly products increases. And this should, in turn, provide a genuine contribution to the global issue as often it’s these very innovations that can be adopted across the world to address environmental issues. Examples abound: solar panels, windmills and mobile technology, for instance.

BUT WHAT CAN WE DO, AS INDIVIDUALS?

To start with, we can fix our own littering habits. Our yearly stats shockingly revealed in 2017 that plastic litter on UK beaches is on the rise. We’re using the great outdoors as a huge dustbin and much of our ‘on the go’ litter is ending up in the sea and on our beaches. In September every year, we run The Great British Beach Clean, the UK’s largest and most influential national clean-up and survey of Britain’s beaches. The 2017 event saw 6,944 volunteer beach cleaners pick up record amounts of litter over four days from 339 UK beaches – a staggering average of 718 bits of rubbish from every 100 metres cleaned. It’s a 10% rise in the amount of beach litter picked up compared to 2016. Tiny bits of plastic and polystyrene were once again top of our list of finds in 2017, but there are many others that we have a real opportunity to address. We are talking about coffee cups plastic cutlery, plastic wrappers, straws, sandwich packets, lolly sticks, plastic bottles, drinks cans, glass bottles, plastic cups, lids and stirrers. 138 pieces of this specific type of litter were found, on average, per 100 metres of all the beaches cleaned and surveyed by our volunteers.7 We go through some of these ugly finds in more detail in Chapter 9.

FROM A THROWAWAY SOCIETY TO THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY

But it’s not just about littering, or the impact that this has on wildlife. When the MCS President, HRH the Prince of Wales, told the Our Ocean summit in October 2017 that the world had reached a critical point where plastics are ‘now on the menu’, he probably raised quite a few eyebrows. Prince Charles was referring to the fact that plastic is increasingly found in fish.8 We are yet to fully understand the impact this will have on our health. But it doesn’t look too promising.

To reduce the amount of litter that’s in our seas we need to take a long, hard look at the way we’ve all chosen to live. Our world has been filled with cheap things that we don’t value. We’re leaving the contents of our lives behind on our travels, or we’re flushing it down the loo, or stuffing it in the bin and letting it go off to landfill. Much of this life waste is ending up in our seas and because so much of it is made of plastic we’re lumbering our oceans with a massive, massive problem.

We’re constantly throwing things away nowadays; we leave anything and everything behind. Can you imagine anyone going camping in the 50s and 60s and leaving their tent behind? Go to any summer festival now, from Glastonbury to Creamfields, and you can’t move for abandoned tents when everyone’s gone home. (See Chapter 6 for some ideas on how to change these habits.)

Dealing with waste is a rather unprecedented issue in the history of our planet. The fact of the matter is that there is no such thing as waste in nature. Everything, no matter how small or big, smelly or dirty, is reused by some other organism in one big circle of life. The law of nature is simple: everyone’s debris becomes someone else’s raw material. That was until we invented, just a few decades ago, materials that would take centuries to decompose and that would, in the meantime, be beneficial to few and lethal to many species. We humans invented damaging and poisonous waste. Waste not just unprecedented in persistence but also unimaginable in quantity.

It is not too late to change things. Throughout this book you’ll find lots of tips for reducing your plastic consumption and your production of waste.

We simply need to replicate, in our contemporary lives full of gadgets and lasting materials, the way nature works. How? Imagine a world where everything is designed to either last, or to become something else (recycled in its entirety or in its parts/materials) once its lifetime is over, its mission accomplished. The transition from a throwaway society to a circular economy will require radical changes in the way we produce and consume. And the way our governments here in the UK use our taxes will play a huge role. But, just like a Chinese philosopher once said a journey of a thousand miles begins with a simple step.

The transition to a new, cleaner world starts today with us finally remembering to tell the bartender ‘I do not want a straw in my drink, thank you’. The time has come to stop the plastic tide.

WHAT CAN YOU DO?

You’ll be surprised at what you can do to make changes. You don’t have to completely ditch plastic from your life. Some of the tips in this book are about going back to basics, doing what people have done for thousands of years, with no inkling of the plastic era to come. Other things you can do are very modern solutions, using new techniques and technologies to leave plastic behind us.

We all like to buy new things, and find new ways to enjoy spending our leisure time. Most of us aren’t deliberately wasteful, thoughtlessly uncaring about the impacts of our rampant consumerism on the planet and on our children’s future. It’s just that it can be difficult to find the necessities (and occasional indulgences) of daily life without a plastic container, wrapper or freebie throwaway toy.

We’ve looked long and hard for the best ways to ditch plastic that we use in everyday life for this book. Sometimes there is no simple answer. For example, how do you keep food fresh? There seems to be a thin wrapping on almost everything sold in the supermarket, in any high street or out-of-town outlet, and even in the local corner shop, bakery or butcher. This book will help you look at things you’re used to in a new way.

You’ll find notes pages at the end of every chapter for you to keep track of useful websites, sustainable shops and any other tips that you discover on your plastic-free journey.

THIS IS NOT A BOOK AGAINST PLASTIC

Plastic is a phenomenal material; it is light, durable and sturdy – and it can save lives. We’ve dedicated our last chapter to some of its amazing uses (hospitals, for example, could not be run without plastic nowadays).

The problem is, firstly, that a lot of plastics today are neither recycled nor recyclable, and so we keep adding mountains of plastic litter to an already intoxicated planet. And secondly, most of the plastic we’re surrounded by is simply not necessary.

The world we need to transition to, is one where we use only (or mostly) recycled plastic that is recyclable. A world in which we ditch all useless plastic (not only bags, straws and cutlery but also toothbrushes, razors, etc.) and we give good plastic a value, so that it won’t be buried in the ground.

This book will, hopefully, help you do just that.

On behalf of the Marine Conservation Society (and all sea creatures) . . . thank you for trying.

Clare, Luca and Richard
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