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CHAPTER ONE

A short history of fighting plastic

Banning microbeads and plastic bags

A few years ago, nobody had heard of microbeads but now people all around the world want to ban them. They are tiny plastic balls, less than 5mm wide, which are in many products, like shower gel and toothpaste. These microbeads go into our lakes and oceans when we wash them down the drain. For example, in Lake Ontario in Canada and the United States of America, there are around 1.1 million microbeads for every square kilometre. The Americans were shocked by this and they banned microbeads.

Greenpeace is famous for trying to help the environment, so in 2016, Greenpeace UK started a petition against microbeads. Customers were angry because they had not realized that the beads were in many of the products they used. Hundreds of thousands of people signed the petition and in 2018, microbeads were banned in the UK.

But these were not the first plastic bans. In 2002, Bangladesh became the first country to ban plastic bags. And since 2015, shoppers in the UK have to pay a small price for every plastic bag, which has reduced the number of plastic bags used by more than 95%.

Plastic bottles

Many people are angry about plastic bottles. They understand that it is silly to buy a bottle of water or fizzy drink and then throw the bottle away after only one use. Still, just in Britain, we use thirty-five million plastic bottles every day and less than half of those bottles are recycled.

Coca-Cola is the world’s largest producer of plastic bottles, making over 100 billion a year. If you put all those bottles in a line, they would go around the Earth nearly 700 times. Too many of the bottles we use go into our rivers and oceans.

What can we do about this? The first thing we must do is reduce the number of them. Even the best recycling system in the world cannot recycle all our plastic waste because there is too much. Companies that make the bottles must find ways to help. For example, they could produce drinks fountains or bottles that customers can refill.

Next, there are deposit schemes – you pay a little extra for the bottle and then get that money back when you return the bottle to the shop. In Germany and Norway, where they have deposit schemes, over 90% of plastic bottles are returned and recycled.

Another thing that companies can do is increase the amount of recycled plastic in their bottles. Lots of companies now realize that they must do something to get rid of plastic, and that is great. Usually, people do not listen to campaigners but it seems that everyone is worried about plastic. If we all work together, huge changes are possible.

Taking responsibility

I started to campaign on plastic pollution with Greenpeace because I could see that most other campaigns made ordinary people feel guilty about how much plastic they use. But this is not fair because it is nearly impossible to stop using plastic completely. Companies are producing too much plastic; politicians are not making them take responsibility and some of the plastic in your nearest supermarket cannot be recycled. So, although we can each do something to help, ordinary people cannot take all the responsibility.

Ordinary people cannot take all the responsibility.

Sharing the responsibility between ordinary people, companies and governments from all countries is fair and also the only way to reduce plastic.
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Who are you?

I’m Luke Massey from Greenpeace. I work to help the oceans.

Why do you care about plastic so much?

It makes me sad to see the effects of plastic pollution on animals. We have to stop throwing everything away and reduce our footprint on the Earth.

What’s the best solution to the problem of plastic?

Companies that produce single-use plastic should have to pay money to the government.

What makes you most angry?

For years, businesses have produced huge amounts of plastic and not taken any responsibility. They make lots of money from making plastic, then blame ordinary people for throwing it away.

Do you have any top tips for getting rid of plastic?

Get a reusable water bottle and reusable coffee cup and refill them. Take a bag to the shop. Recycle as much as you can. Ask shops why they are selling so much plastic.

What is the most amazing thing that somebody has done to reduce plastic?

A man called Rob Greenfield decided to wear every piece of plastic he used in a month. Bags, containers, coffee cups, plastic bottles, everything. He went on to the streets in New York and started talking to people about plastic waste. This was amazing and it started a huge conversation in the media about plastic pollution.
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CHAPTER TWO

The problem with plastic

Deep-sea plastic
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Basking sharks are the second-largest fish in the world. They are huge but we do not know much about them. They are over 10 metres long but live in very deep waters. Their mouths are one metre wide, and they are always open to catch tiny animals called plankton.

I have never seen a basking shark. When I spent two months on a Greenpeace ship in Scottish seas, I hoped to see one because that is where they live. But sadly, I did not. However, we learned something about them: we now know that these fish must be eating a huge amount of microplastics – tiny pieces of plastic. The Greenpeace ship found lots of microplastics in the water.

During our time in Scotland, we also asked schools and groups to help us clean the beaches. The beaches in Scotland are often beautiful and very far from towns, but on every beach we found lots of plastic waste, including wet wipes, bottles and bags.

A British swimmer, Lewis Pugh, says that a few years ago, he went to Barents Island in the Arctic to do a beach clean. People have never lived there but the island’s beach was covered in plastic. Some of it came from thousands of kilometres away. In less than one hour, Pugh collected a huge bag of plastic from the beach, which made him really sad. But even worse, a few days later, the beach was covered in plastic again. He wrote: “Barents Island is for polar bears, not plastic.”

Even if we work really hard to get rid of plastic now and in the future, there is so much plastic already in the environment that people will be able to see it for hundreds of years.

The effect on animals

Many types of animals are affected by plastic. It is estimated that 90% of seabirds have plastic in their stomachs. The world’s largest seabird is the albatross – its wings are 3 metres across. There is a famous photo, taken by Chris Jordan, of a dead baby albatross in the North Pacific. In the picture, its stomach is open and you can see that it is filled with plastic. Of course, the plastic killed it.

90% of seabirds have plastic in their stomachs.

It is not only animals and the environment that are affected: we are, too. Scientists in Vienna found microplastics in every human poo they tested.

How does plastic get into the environment?

Here are some answers to the three big questions I normally get asked.

First, how much plastic is already in the ocean? This is not an easy question to answer but it is estimated that there are 150 million tonnes of plastic in the ocean and that, by 2050, there will be more plastic in the ocean than fish. How can we get rid of all that plastic? We probably cannot. That is why it is important to use less plastic.

It is estimated that there are 150 million tonnes of plastic in the ocean.

Second, how much plastic enters the ocean every year? It is estimated that between 4.8 million and 12.7 million tonnes of plastic waste enter the ocean every year. That’s the same as one rubbish truck every minute.

Third, where is all this plastic coming from? This is hard to answer. We think 80% comes from the land, not from ships at sea, and this is how it enters the ocean:


• Microfibres are a type of microplastic that are used to make clothes. Microfibres are washed into the ocean when we wash our clothes. About one-third of the plastic in the ocean is microfibres.

• If we drop plastic litter, the wind takes it into rivers and it goes into the ocean.

• If we do not recycle plastic, it can go to landfill sites that are by the sea and then enter the water. But even if we do try to recycle our plastic waste, scientists think that one-third escapes the world’s recycling systems and enters the environment.



Microfibres are washed into the ocean when we wash our clothes. About one-third of the plastic in the ocean is microfibres.

Recycling

Every year, we produce 360 million tonnes of plastic, which is heavier than every human on Earth put together.

Only 14% of the plastic we produce is collected for recycling and 5% is actually recycled. Even countries with the best recycling systems in the world, like Japan and the Netherlands, find it impossible to recycle all plastic because there is too much. This is why it is better to produce less, not just think: “Don’t worry; we can recycle it.”

The waste trade

Another problem with recycling is the waste trade. This is when countries sell their waste to other countries. Millions of tonnes of plastic are moved around the world for this reason every year. You may put your plastic in the recycling bin, but then it is sold abroad, where it can be recycled but also perhaps burned. Burning plastic also damages the environment and is not the answer.

We should not always blame other countries for their plastic pollution. Some countries may not have safe drinking water, so people have to buy bottled water. And companies there may not have enough money to develop plastic-free products. The Philippines is the world’s third-worst polluter of the oceans. When Greenpeace was cleaning beaches in Manila Bay in the Philippines in 2017, they collected 54,620 pieces of plastic and wrote down where the plastic came from. A lot of it had been produced by some of the world’s largest and most well-known companies: Unilever, Nestlé and Procter & Gamble. So as you can see, countries in poorer parts of the world often have problems because of plastic made by companies in richer countries. It is often companies who need to take responsibility for the plastic they produce.

There is so much information about plastic that it can be hard to understand, so here are the most important statistics. You can use them to show your friends and family that they should use less plastic.


PLASTIC BY NUMBERS

105 billion plastic bottles are made by Coca-Cola every year.
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Footnote

Note about the book

1 Definitions of words in bold can be found in the glossary on pages 91–96.
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