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Some of our plastics end up in the oceans. There is a new estimate on how much plastic makes it way into the oceans: 

over 8 million tons per year, from coastal countries. Jenna Jambeck of the University of Georgia likens this amount to 5 

grocery bags of trash for every foot of coastline around the globe! This is much more than had been calculated from the 

floating "gyres" in several of the large oceans.  A recently published article in Science magazine indicates that this 

number will increase 10-fold in the next 10 years, unless countries find a better way to manage their trash. Another way 

of looking at it, is that in the most polluted sections of the world's oceans, the amount of plastics exceeds the mass of 

plankton. 

 

The major sources of this trash include China (#1), 11 other Asian countries, Turkey, Brazil, 5 African countries, and yes, 

the United States (#20).  These rankings represent the total plastic waste flowing into the oceans, not per capita 

amounts. The US is in the rankings due to its densely populated coastal regions and its hefty consumerism, even though 

it has a fairly sophisticated garbage collection system. 

 

Taking a look at how much plastic trash is created worldwide annually, we get the number of 275 million tons from some 

estimates. We know that in 2012, 288 million tons of plastic were manufactured globally, so that number reasonably 

corresponds. But the big question is, if "only " 8 million tons of plastic waste are accounted for in the oceans, where 

does the rest of it go? According to the National Geographic, some of it becomes embedded in Arctic ice, some of it is 

ingested by over 700 species of marine wildlife. Some of it could be sinking to the ocean bottom and no one knows 

where the remainder goes.  

 

Some unusual plastic shapes have been found in Hawaii. Geologist Patricia Corcoran of the University of Western 

Ontario, Canada and Charles Moore, of the research vessel Alguita, stumbled upon strange rocks on a beach on the Big 

Island of Hawaii.  As reported in GSA Today, these stones, which they’ve dubbed “plastiglomerates,” were possibly 

formed from melted plastics in campfires. "Although anywhere there is a heat source, such as forest fires or lava flows, 

and abundant plastic debris,” Corcoran says, “there is the potential for the formation of plastiglomerates.” When the 

plastic melts, it cements together with rock fragments, sand, and shell debris. 

 

What are the effects of the plastics we unwittingly ingest via our food sources? Rolf Halden, associate professor in the 

School of Sustainable Engineering at Arizona State University, has undertaken a survey of existing scientific literature 

concerning the hazards of plastics to human health and to our ecosystems. Halden's survey results are unclear, even 

though they cover more than 50 years of data. Some difficulty lies in the lack of controls for studying health outcomes, 

as plastic exposure is a global phenomenon, and finding unexposed subjects for comparison is all but impossible.  

Despite the prevalence of discarded plastics and the health risks posed, Halden is optimistic we can begin 

to make wiser choices and develop more sustainable products, formed from biodegradable, non-toxic 

chemical "building blocks". 

New forms of polymer, some made from renewable materials that are digestible by microorganisms, are 

being investigated. And there are other possibilities: glass, which is made from sand; milk protein; liquid 

wood (lignin, a by-product from paper mills); processed sugarcane, wheat, or starches; and chicken 

feathers (keratin)! We need the will to use "out of box" thinking--our health and the health of our world 

depends upon it! 

 


