AN OCEAN |

The world's waste has formed a vast
floating garbage dump that’s twice the
size of Texas — and it's working its way

up the food chain. By Kitt Doucette

¢

Charles Moore, the commander of a 25-ton
research vessel called Alguita. He'’s stand-
ing in Kewalo Basin Harbor on the south
shore of Oahu, holding up a jug filled with
murky yellow liquid. Tiny bits of debris swirl in the jug, a cloudy
mass of trash. Most of it is plastic. ¢ “This is what our oceans
look like now,” Moore continues in a mariner’s drawl. “This sam-
ple was taken in the Pacific about 1,000 miles west-southwest of
Los Angeles. But I need to emphasize that this is not just one place
- this is the whole ocean.” The liquid in the jug resembles a gut-
ter puddle in Manhattan more than the placid blue of the Pacific.

It was Moore who, in 1997, made a dis- | Scientists estimate it is twice the size of
covery about the ocean that raised alarms | Texas - maybe even larger - and contains
around the world. Returning home to | some 10 million tons of waste.

California after a sailing race to Hawaii, “At first you see blue water stretching
he plotted a course through the North | tothe horizon,” says Mary Crowley, direc-
Pacific Gyre, an area known to sailors | tor of the Ocean Voyages Institute, “That
as the “doldrums.” Encompassing some | makes it seem like everything is quite all
10 million square miles, the gyre is home | right. But then, when you really look into
to trade winds and circular currents that | the water, you see this never-ending plas-
tend to keep whatever mean- ; tic confetti. We usually gather
Ll.(_'I‘S i.nln it without self-propul- KILLER TRASH indivi(.:lual pieces of plastic at a
sion for months, years, even dec- Forty percentof Tate of 200 to 300 every 30 min-
ades at a time. There, near the 3lbatross chicks utes - and that’s just in our im-
center of the slow, deep, clock- on Midway Atoll mediate vicinity.” Since the study
wise currents that form thisoce-  (fight) die from  started, researchers have not
anic eddy, Moore came across beingfedbitsof g, 5 single sample in the gyre
LS . . plastic waste that ATy e -
a vast mass of floating debris float ashore.  devoid of plastic.
that has become known as the Because most of the debris
Great Pacific Garbage Patch. T consists of “microplastics™ -

The first thing you need to know about | larger chunks of waste that have been re-
the Great Pacific Garbage Patch is that its
name, which conjures up images of an an-
imated Charlie Brown special, is disgust-
ingly inappropriate. In reality, the “patch”
is a swirling vortex of plastic soup, an im-
mense, fetid swamp of debris where tiny
bits of decaying plastic outweigh surface
zooplankton - one of the most prolific
and abundant organisms on the planet -
by a ratio of six-to-one. Nobody knows its | are dying from starvation, their bellies
exactsize orifit has anyboundaries atall: | full of plastic. Sea turtles mistake buoyant
Its location and shape vary depending on | plastic bags for jellyfish, one of their main
factors such as water temperature, season | sources of prey, and choke to death. In a
and major weather events like El Nifio. | recentsample of 670 myctophids, a major

duced to tiny bits of polymer by the com-
bined effect of waves, wind and sun - it
poses an especially dire threat to wildlife.
Particulated plastic is more likely to be
eaten by birds and fish - and can contain
concentrations of toxic chemieals, includ-
ing DDT and PCBs, as much as a million
times greater than the surrounding sea-
water. On Midway Atoll, albatross chicks
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ELCOME TO THE FUTURE,” SAYS CAPT. |







