Pollution
American Spaces Student Worksheet
by the Smithsonian Ocean Portal
Ocean pollution can take many forms: oils spills, sewage and agricultural runoff, trash
dumping and small bits of plastic are just a few types. Many of the items we purchase and
consume everyday are packaged in plastic that is then quickly thrown away. Only a small
percentage of that plastic is recycled. Even trash that starts on land ends up in the ocean
as it moves through rivers, drains and watersheds to the sea. It is not clear how many tons
of plastic wind up in the ocean every year, but there are one researcher estimates that
there are over 300 billion pounds of plastic in the ocean.
Not only does trash wash up on our shores and beaches, but once in the ocean, larger
plastic pieces are broken down into smaller and smaller pieces. These small pieces are
perfectly sized for fish and other animals to mistakenly eat since it looks like their next
meal. Ingesting or getting tangled in plastic can kill these important ocean animals.
Ocean waves and currents move the plastic and other trash to central ocean gyres (ringlike systems of ocean currents), where they are trapped on or near the surface in the
middle of the oceans in areas referred to as “garbage patches”. This pollution problem is
one that we can solve. Think about what you can do to reduce the amount of plastic you
throw away.
Objectives:
- Understand the various types of pollution that impact the ocean
- Know what marine debris is and be able to describe a gyre
- Understand that regional cleanup efforts can help make a difference
Read about ocean pollution and stories of successfully removing plastic from the ocean:
http://ocean.si.edu/ocean-news/fighting-plastic-every-angle. Write down answers
individually or in small groups, and then go over the following questions as a group.
1. How can even small pieces of plastic harm the ocean and animals in the ocean?

2. How much trash did volunteers with the International Coastal Cleanup in 2013
collect? What was the most common item of trash?

3. What are discarded nets in the ocean being turned into? How is this helpful?

4. How much did plastic bag consumption drop in Ireland after implementing a bag
tax?

VOCABULARY SCAVENGER HUNT:
1. Define “ghost nets”

2. What is a “bag tax”

Additional Reading and Media
Witness to a Plastic Invasion: http://ocean.si.edu/blog/witness-plastic-invasion
Washed Ashore: Beach Trash to Ocean Art: http://ocean.si.edu/ocean-stories/washedashore-beach-trash-ocean-art
Read more about marine debris: http://ocean.si.edu/blog/ocean-trash-marine-debrisshore-sea
5 Gyres: Understanding Plastic Pollution Through Exploration, Education and Action
http://5gyres.org/
Laysan Albatrosses’ Plastic Problem (slideshow): http://ocean.si.edu/laysan-albatrossplastic-problem
Cleaning up beaches in Bonaire: http://ocean.si.edu/ocean-photos/cleaning-bonairesbeaches

