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Dear Reader,

Thank you for caring about the Ocean!1 She is not well.  Her temperature is rising, her 
coral is bleaching, she’s bleeding red algae,her pH is off and she’s choking on plastic. As 
the one who both provides half of the oxygen to the planet and absorbs one third of human 
caused carbon dioxide, she is critical to human survival.2 She needs our support now more 
than ever.
  
Ocean Grants is committed to accelerating help for the Ocean. We’ve chosen plastic, 
microplastic & marine debris as our first area of focus based on the magnitude and severity 
of the problem, and its propensity to contaminate food supplies for billions of people.

This Special Report results from our study of the nonprofit organizations headquartered in 
the SW quadrant of the U.S. that are working to minimize or eradicate plastic, microplastic 
and/or marine debris in the Ocean. We have identified two outstanding organizations in 
this space, each with scalable models that can improve Ocean health both locally and 
internationally. We are happy to share their stories with you.

Sincerely,

1 Yes, we capitalize the word “Ocean.”  We believe the Ocean deserves our ultimate respect, adoration and glorification, so it’s just our little way of paying homage.

2 https://ocean.si.edu/ocean-life/plankton/every-breath-you-take-thank-ocean and https://www.theguardian.com/environment/climate-consensus-97-per-cent/2017/
feb/16/scientists-study-ocean-absorption-of-human-carbon-pollution

Jennifer Persson
OCEAN GRANTS FOUNDER
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FOREWORD
OUR OCEAN IS IN TROUBLE

EXPERTS PREDICT PLASTIC 

PRODUCTION WILL 

INCREASE BY 40% FROM 

2017 TO 2027

The problem of waste in our Ocean 
has exploded over the last 50 

years. While we’ve been aware of the 
omnipresence of plastic in our daily 
lives for decades, it was the discovery 
of the Great Pacific Garbage Patch (the 
“Patch”) in 1997 that made us realize 
that unfathomable amounts of plastic 
and marine debris have accumulated 
in our Ocean. Scientists now believe 
the surface of the Patch to be 4 to 16 
times larger than originally estimated1 
and have found microplastic to be as 
prevalent on the deep sea floor as on the 
surface, with a four-fold concentration 
of microplastic found in the midwater 
range.2 Researchers believe there are 
over 5.25 trillion pieces of garbage in our 
marine environments worldwide.3

We have a massive problem!

How did we get here?
Basically, we’ve created a colossal 
amount of a synthetic material that 
doesn’t break down. Most plastic is 
made from fossil fuel, which is the end 
product of millions of years of natural 
decay. However, a crucial step in the 
plastic manufacturing process makes the 
material unrecognizable to the organisms 
that normally break down organic matter.4 

In 2017, the world produced 348 million 
metric tons of plastic, half of which was 
single use.5 Yes, that means used only once! 

In large part to keep up with consumer 
demands from the West, China has 
become the largest manufacturer of 
plastic, making 29.4% of the total 

1 https://qz.com/1234953/we-underestimated-the-size-of-the-great-pacific-
garbage-patch-by-16-times/
2 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/06/underwater-robots-have-found-
microplastics-from-the-surface-to-the-seafloor/
3 https://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2015/01/150109-oceans-plastic-
sea-trash-science-marine-debris/
4 https://www.livescience.com/33085-petroleum-derived-plastic-non-
biodegradable.html
5 https://www.statista.com/statistics/282732/global-production-of-plastics-
since-1950/

Global plastic production from 1950 to 2017 
(in million metric tons)*

produced.6 Every year, 8 million metric 
tons of plastic enter our Ocean on top of 
the estimated 150 million metric tons that 
are already there.7 Unfortunately, there’s 
no end in sight to this trend. Thanks 
to advances in fracking and shale gas 
technologies, which have dramatically 
decreased the cost of producing plastic 
in the U.S., experts predict plastic 
production will increase by 40% from 
2017 to 2027.8  At the current clip, there 
will be more plastic by weight than fish in 
the Ocean by 2050.9

Plastic gets into the Ocean primarily 
through upstream channels. 
Approximately 80% of Ocean-bound 
plastic is believed to originate from land 
and 20% from marine sources. Those 
numbers are controversial, however, at 
least with respect to certain locations in 
the Ocean because about 46% of the 
Patch was found to consist of abandoned 
fishing nets and the rest primarily other 
abandoned fishing gear.10 Given this, 
and the fact that fishing lines can last 
up to 600 years before degrading, one 
important step we can take is to globally 
6 https://www.plasticseurope.org/application/files/6315/4510/9658/Plastics_
the_facts_2018_AF_web.pdf
7 https://oceanconservancy.org/trash-free-seas/plastics-in-the-ocean/
8 https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/plastic-production-increase-
pollution-ocean-waste/
9 https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-35562253
10 https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2018/03/great-pacific-garbage-patch-
plastics-environment/
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regulate fishing industries to the extent possible. 
Of the land-originated pollution,10 rivers in Asia 
and Africa have been found to carry 90% of the 
plastic that ends up in the Ocean.11 Some estimate 
that the risk of mismanaged plastic entering the 
Ocean could be reduced by more than 80% through 
effective waste management alone.12 Obviously, 
improving waste management systems throughout 
the world must also be a priority. 

Many of the countries with more advanced waste 
management systems, including the U.S., previously 
exported their recyclable material to China. 
However, China stopped importing such exports 
in early 2018, which resulted in many countries 
sending their plastic to other countries with less 
developed waste management practices. Many 
of those countries quickly realized the health 
and safety issues associated with accepting and 
attempting to process this material and have also 
now imposed bans. Before China’s ban, only 9% of 
discarded plastic was recycled.13 Now, more than 
ever, plastic is being burned, buried in landfills or 
simply dumped and left to wash into rivers and the 
Ocean.14 It is urgent that we wean ourselves off of 
single use plastic and do what we can to ensure that all 
countries utilize prudent waste management practices.

Our propensity to produce massive amounts of 
plastic — and our failure to successfully recycle most 
of it — would be less problematic if plastic itself were 
not so durable; several forms of plastic take literally 
hundreds of years to degrade.15

11 https://www.earth.com/news/global-plastic-waste-asia-africa/
12 https://ourworldindata.org/faq-on-plastics#where-does-the-plastic-in-the-ocean-come-from
13 https://www.wired.com/story/the-worlds-recycling-is-in-chaos-heres-what-has-to-happen/
14 https://www.wired.com/story/the-worlds-recycling-is-in-chaos-heres-what-has-to-happen/
15 https://www.wired.com/story/the-worlds-recycling-is-in-chaos-heres-what-has-to-happen/

What’s the Price?
In the best-case scenario, we’re talking about an 
estimated 100,000 marine animals and 1 million 
marine birds being strangled, suffocated or injured 
by plastic every year.16 

In the worst case — and at the risk of sounding 
alarmist — we’re talking about possible extinction for 
many marine mammals and mass famine and severe 
illness for many humans. Researchers have found 
close to 700 species of marine life that are facing 
extinction due to the increase of plastic pollution.17 
Recently scientists have discovered that newborn 
fish are eating microplastic. For these creatures, only 
a fraction of an inch long, ingesting plastic will not 
provide the calories they need to grow.18 If the food 
chain doesn’t get started because the tiniest links 
don’t survive, it doesn’t bode well for the rest of the 
fish in the sea or the 3.5 billion humans who depend 
on the Ocean for food. 

Even if fish somehow continue to survive, 
microplastic has almost certainly entered our food 
chain. According to a new report, we may be eating 
a credit card’s worth of microplastic every week, 
thanks to widespread contamination of drinking 
water and seafood.19 Most of the plastic internalized 
by humans comes from air, bottled water and 
seafood, but microplastic has also been found in 
tap water, added sugars, beer and salt.20 One study 
showed the presence of microplastic in 90% of 
the table salt brands sampled.21 In another study, 
bottled water drinkers ingested 90,000 microplastic 
particles per year compared to 4,000 ingested by 
people who drank only tap water.22 It is estimated 
that the average person eats 70,000 microplastics 
each year, or about 100 bits of microplastic over the 
course of just one meal!23

We don’t yet know the full impact of a plastic-
filled Ocean on humans, but we’re guessing it 
won’t be good. Plastic is a polymer that is not 
easily processed by most organisms. However, its 
component chemicals and additives, in addition 
to the pollutants it absorbs, are toxic and can 
be metabolized. Once microplastics have been 
consumed or absorbed by marine organisms, tests 
show that toxins can transfer into the organisms’ 
guts and tissues.24 As smaller organisms are eaten 
16 https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2018/03/great-pacific-garbage-patch-plastics-environment/
17 https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/plastic-pollution-facts/
18 https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2019/05/microplastics-impact-on-fish-shown-in-
pictures/
19 https://www.cnn.com/2019/06/11/health/microplastics-ingestion-wwf-study-scn-intl/index.html
20 https://time.com/5601359/microplastics-in-food-air/
21 https://www.greenpeace.org/international/press-release/18975/over-90-of-sampled-salt-brands-
globally-found-to-contain-microplastics/
22 https://time.com/5601359/microplastics-in-food-air/
23 https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/microplastics-in-food-eating-plastic-waste/
24 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5918521
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by larger and larger fish, those toxins are transferred 
into our food supply. 90% of all birds and fish 
are now believed to have plastic particles in their 
stomachs.25

Although some of us can, and possibly should, 
curtail our seafood intake, many people who rely on 
the Ocean as their primary source of food may not 
have that option. We have no choice but to clean up 
this mess, and fast! 

What are the Solutions? 
The good news is that with a multi-faceted 
approach, and some leadership and resolve, it is 
possible to lessen the negative effects of plastic 
on our environment going forward. There may 
also be ways to minimize the mess we’ve already 
made but clearly a prudent first step is to turn 
off the faucet of harmful plastic production and 
consumption. To do this we need action from three 
groups: Governments, Plastic Manufacturers and 
Consumers.  

Governments need to step up and lead the way! 
Legislative changes have proven successful. An 
impressive — and growing — number of national 
and local governments have taken action against 
plastic pollution (see map above).26 The U.S. 
set a good example in 2015 by banning plastic 
25 https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/plastic-pollution-facts/
26 https://www.unenvironment.org/interactive/beat-plastic-pollution/

microbeads from personal-care products. Some 
states have banned certain single use plastic items 
(e.g., plastic bags), but this is a space where federal 
legislation would make a larger impact happen 
faster. The same goes for recycling. Currently, in 
the U.S., municipalities are left to figure out their 
own programs, which means recycling processes 
can change from town to town. This variance results 
in confusion, frustration and, ultimately, growing 
landfills. Especially in light of China’s refusal to 
import our recyclable materials, the U.S. needs a 
uniform, standardized waste management program, 
complete with consumer education, that will ensure 
our ability to successfully manage our consumption.

Other governments have taken action both to 
modify consumer habits and to motivate plastic 
manufacturers to evolve. The European Parliament 
recently approved a ban on single-use plastic, 
including plastic cutlery, straws, and drink-stirrers.27 
In Kenya, people caught producing, selling or 
even using plastic bags risk imprisonment of 

up to four years or fines of $40,000.28 Plastic 
manufacturers must be motivated to develop 
new materials that break down in shorter periods 
of time. Consumer product manufacturers must 
encourage re-use, eliminate excess packaging and 
increase the recycled and recyclable content of 
their products. The petrochemical industry often 
27 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-45965605
28 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/25/nairobi-clean-up-highs-lows-kenyas-plastic-bag-
ban

National and Local Governments are Taking Action Against Plastic

Local Government

National Government
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claims that plastic alternatives come with their own 
hidden environmental harms, including increased 
greenhouse gas emissions; they propose recycling 
as the only solution.  Although recycled plastic is 
preferred to primary plastic, our low success rates of 
recycling, combined with the fact that most recycled 
plastic ends up in landfill or incineration after one 
or two cycles anyway29, suggests we also need to 
pursue innovative products, materials, packaging 
and distribution methods. There are many policy 
and market levers that can motivate plastic 
manufacturers and consumer brands to change their 
current practices. Norway, for example, recently 
adopted a system in which single-use plastic bottle 
makers pay an environmental levy that declines as 
the return rate for their products rises. All bottles 
must be designed for easy recycling, with no toxic 
additives, be only clear or blue in color and have 
water-soluble labels.30 Britain is planning to tax 
manufacturers of plastic packaging with less than 30 
percent recycled materials.31 

Plastic is widely used because it is versatile, cheap 
to make and requires relatively little energy, water 
and land to produce. Breakthrough alternatives 
will  need to be at least somewhat economically 
competitive with the status quo. Business models 
exist but changing existing and profitable business 
practices will be hard; both governmental 
leadership and consumer pressure will be required.   

As individuals, we need to assess and change our 
consumption tendencies. We must think about 
how long a container will remain on the planet 
when we grab a bottle of water, a can of soda, 
stop for takeout or frequent the local coffee or 
smoothie shop. Now that we know drinking from 
plastic water bottles increases our microplastic 
consumption by 86,000 microplastics annually, we 
should do our bodies and the environment a favor 
by committing to personal, reusable water bottles. 
If consumers stop buying plastic water bottles, 
manufacturers will stop making them (currently 1 
million plastic bottles are bought around the world 
every minute and manufacturers are gearing up 
to increase production.)32  And, do we really need 
straws, disposable cutlery or lids for our drinks and 
food? If so, let’s consider reusable materials. Silicon, 
stainless steel and bamboo are all materials that 
are not harmful to the environment and serve many 
useful purposes. We can no longer be comforted 
by our disciplined sorting into proper recycle bins, 

29 https://ourworldindata.org/faq-on-plastics#where-does-the-plastic-in-the-ocean-come-from
30 https://www.wired.com/story/the-worlds-recycling-is-in-chaos-heres-what-has-to-happen/
31 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-britain-waste/uk-plans-to-make-plastic-packaging-producers-
pay-for-waste-disposal-idUSKCN1Q700J
32 http://www.earthisland.org/journal/index.php/articles/entry/million_plastic_bottles_bought_
around_the_world_every_minute/

because only a tiny fraction of what goes into those 
bins actually gets recycled. 

We should also become more thoughtful about 
the clothing we buy as fast fashion is extremely 
damaging to our environment and microfiber 
is a big Ocean polluter. About 2 million tons of 
microfiber is released into the Ocean each year, 
and researchers estimate the Ocean contains one 
quintillion microfibers (that’s 1 followed by 18 
zeroes).33  Investing in clothing that is high quality 
and made with organic and natural fibers is much 
preferable to synthetic or fleece-based fabrics.
  
Although plastic, microplastic and marine debris in 
the Ocean present monumental challenges, there 
is hope! Consumer awareness has been steadily 
increasing as have proposed solutions for tackling 
these issues. Some governments are starting to take 
action and some corporations are starting to be 
held accountable. Much of this progress is thanks to 
the thousands of nonprofit organizations working 
tirelessly on these issues. From rolling out “Ocean 
Friendly Restaurant” campaigns to training scuba 
divers around the world to remove marine debris 
from the Ocean floor, these nonprofits are making 
an incredible difference and we salute them! §

33 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0025326X19300451

Right: Zooplankton under microscope 
being tested for microfibers of plastic
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In this issue Ocean Grants’ presents its findings 
from analyzing organizations in the Southwest 

quadrant of the U.S. working on solutions to three 
forms of Ocean pollution: plastic, microplastic, and 
marine debris.

Plastic
Plastic is generally defined as a material consisting 
of a wide range of synthetic or semi-synthetic 
organic compounds that can be molded into solid 
objects. The plastic most often found in the Ocean 
consist of the following single-use items:

•  Food wrappers and containers
•  Bottle caps
•  Beverage bottles
•  Bags
•  Straws
•  Stirrers
•  Lids
•  Utensils
•  Cigarette Butts
•  Take-out containers1 

Plastic of this type enters the Ocean primarily 
through rivers, and mainly in developing countries 
where waste management is less developed.  80% 
of Ocean plastics come from land-based sources 
and experts agree that just 10 rivers (86% in Asia) 
are responsible for 93% of land-originated plastic.2, 3, 4

1 https://www.euronews.com/2018/04/20/what-plastic-objects-cause-the-most-waste-in-the-sea-
2 https://ourworldindata.org/faq-on-plastics#where-does-the-plastic-in-the-ocean-come-from
3 https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/stemming-the-plastic-tide-10-rivers-contribute-most-of-
the-plastic-in-the-oceans/
4 https://www.theoceancleanup.com/sources/

Microplastic 

Microplastic is defined as any type of plastic 
fragment that is less than five millimeters in length. 
Some microplastic is small to begin with, like the 
microbeads we find in facial scrubs and toothpastes 
and the microfibers we find in synthetic fabrics like 
fleece, but small bits of plastic are also produced by 
disintegrating larger plastic. Where larger plastics 
enter the Ocean primarily through rivers, microbeads 
and microfiber enter the Ocean primarily through our 
sinks, showers and laundry drains.

Microplastic makes up 94% of the estimated 1.8 
trillion pieces of plastic in the Patch.5  An estimated 
3.2 million tons of microplastic are released into the 
Ocean each year, a significant portion of which are 
fibers shedded from nylon, acrylic and polyester 
clothing during washing.6  Once in the Ocean, these 

5 https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2018/03/great-pacific-garbage-patch-plastics-environment/
6 https://www.iwto.org/microfibres

Top: Common examples of plastics found on beaches
Bottom: Lighters from a single beach cleanup

PLASTIC, MICROPLASTIC AND 
MARINE DEBRIS
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In the 1970s, fishing gear transitioned from natural, 
biodegradable materials such as cotton and wood 
to plastic monofilament and vinyl-coated steel. 
Although these materials last longer, which is good 
for fishermen, they do not readily degrade and 
therefore prolong the potential for ghost fishing and 
increase marine debris overall.  Although only 20% of 
Ocean plastic has been thought to originate from the 
fishing industry, of the 79,000 metric tons of plastic in 
the Patch, scientists identified 46% of it as abandoned 
fishing nets and most of the rest as other abandoned 
fishing gear—not plastic bottles or packaging.8§

8 https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2018/03/great-pacific-garbage-patch-plastics-environment/

microplastic act like sponges soaking up pollutants 
like pesticides, industrial chemicals and oil. These 
toxic bits are ingested by shellfish and other fish 
causing negative health effects like liver toxicity.7  As 
they make their way through the food chain, plastic 
and toxic filled fish regularly appear on our dinner 
plates.

Marine Debris
Marine debris is any human-created waste that 
has deliberately or accidentally been released 
into the Ocean. This technically includes Plastic 
and Microplastic however we use this term to 
refer more specifically to ghost fishing or derelict 
fishing gear. Derelict fishing gear is gear, including 
nets, ropes and traps, that is no longer under a 
fisherman’s control but is still trapping and killing 
fish, crustaceans, marine mammals and the like. 

7 https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/from-fish-to-humans-a-microplastic-invasion-may-be-
taking-a-toll/

Top: A turtle dies ensnared by a ghost net  
Middle: Divers cleanup up piles of abandoned fishing nets

Bottom: Volunteers conducting shoreline marine debris removal

Above: Microplastics under a microscope

Above: A Laysan Albatross chick rests on a derelict fishing net



8  |  AUGUST 2019  Plastics, Microplastics, and Marine Debris 



|  9Special Report - Volume Two

Ocean Grants accelerates 
help for the Ocean.  
Many people recognize the challenges the Ocean is facing but are uncertain where to 
donate.  There are thousands of organizations that claim to be fixing various Ocean 
problems; without doing extensive research, it is very difficult to determine which ones 
are most impactful. That’s where Ocean Grants comes in. 

We research and validate organizations working 
on significant Ocean challenges to identify the 
most effective ones.  Then, we support those 
organizations.

Before recommending any organization, we do a 
deep dive utilizing our proprietary methodology 
which includes researching: 

•  Website, social sites and articles;
•  IRS tax forms; and
•  Third party charity review sites

And analyzing: 
•  Targeted surveys; 
•  Industry referrals; and
•  Advisory Board recommendations 

An organization will become an Ocean Grants 
“Recommended Organization” only after we’ve 
determined they: 

• are doing meaningful work in an important 
Ocean segment;

• are fiscally responsible;
• are transparent and forthcoming with 

information;
• have measurable metrics of effectiveness 

and impact; 
• have scalable models; and
• would be significantly enhanced with 

additional funding

Our mission is to research, identify and fund 
outstanding Ocean-focused organizations and 
projects.  Our goal is to ensure high impact 
philanthropy.

We’re pleased to share with you the stories of two Ocean Grants Recommended Organizations 
for the Plastic, Microplastic & Marine Debris category in the SW quadrant of the US.  

For our directory of all organizations working on plastic, microplastic and marine debris, please 
visit www.oceangrants.org/directory.
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Project AWARE® has been talking trash for decades and got its 
start over 27 years ago, most known for mobilizing ocean activists 

to clean up their local beach and dive sites, and more recently, 
fighting to prevent the extinction of iconic marine animals. As 
eyewitnesses of the state of the ocean, the scuba diving community 
has become the voice for the ocean and citizen science, policy and 
education are the weapons of choice to fight back.

With a mission to connect the passion for ocean adventure for the 
purpose of marine conservation, Project AWARE brings together 
a dedicated team of individuals who share a common vision to 
champion policy change and secure real and direct environmental 
victories.  Project AWARE offices are located in Australia, the United 
Kingdom and the United States, and are taking action to create both 
local and global change for the ocean and the communities who 
depend on it.

More than 250 million tons of plastic are estimated to make their  
way into our oceans by 2025, with trash entering the ocean at an 
unprecedented rate. It’s urgently required, now more than ever, that 
we take collective action against the onslaught of marine debris. 
Project AWARE works to reduce underwater impacts of marine 
debris and prevent trash from entering the ocean in the first place. 
Project AWARE is a player in Partnerships Against Trash and works 
with businesses, NGOs and governments to advocate for long-term 
solutions and influence policies at local, national and international 
levels. But global change is also empowered by grassroots action. 
That’s why the flagship citizen science program, Dive Against 
Debris® was developed. The first and only marine debris survey 
of its kind focused on educating scuba divers to collect and report 
types and quantities of debris found on the ocean floor.

Data Matters
Dive Against Debris surveys not only provide immediate relief to 
undersea habitats and marine life through the direct removal of 
marine debris by participating dive volunteers, the data submitted 
contributes to developing solutions by building compelling  
evidence required to advocate for change.

In order to address the marine debris issue at a higher level, 
including enforcing stringent legislation, informing policy change 
and improving waste management, data is needed to build a strong 
case for support. Unfortunately, when it comes to marine debris and 
informing policy change if the issue is not quantified, it doesn’t exist. 
No data, no evidence, no stories of change to tell.

Behind each and every Dive Against Debris survey submitted since 
2011, when the citizen science program launched, there is a story 
illustrating real world examples of people and communities coming 
together to make a difference.

Leading the Way: Positive Change in Vanuatu
A ban on non-biodegradable plastic bags came into force on the 
tiny but beautiful South Pacific country of Vanuatu in early 2018. 
Vanuatu’s Council of Ministers agreed to stop single-use plastic 
being imported and manufactured in the country after a study 

PROJECT AWARE
www.projectaware.org
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around the main island of Efate conducted by environmental 
marine coastal groups including Project AWARE leader Big 
Blue, provided years’ worth of data collected from underwater 
marine debris surveys showing the amount of single use plastic 
consistently removed.

Due to Vanuatu’s size and isolated location, all plastic is imported. 
A plastic bag ban had the immediate effect of reducing plastic 
waste from islanders, but it also reduces the overall carbon 
footprint for getting the bags to Vanuatu in the first place.

“While the ban is no doubt a good thing, it’s just a tiny step in the 
right direction. What’s happened since the plastic bag ban is the 
real story.” Says Ian Campbell, Project AWARE Associate Director 
of Policy and Campaigns. 

In April 2018, the Heads of Government of all Commonwealth 
countries, 53 in total, met in the UK. These countries include 
some of the smallest, such as Vanuatu (population around a 
quarter of a million) to some of the largest (Canada, Australia, 
India, United Kingdom, and New Zealand). As a direct result 
from the plastic bag ban, Vanuatu stepped forward to become 
a “Champion Nation” in the Commonwealth, leading global 
developments to tackle marine pollution. They helped draft the 
Commonwealth Blue Charter, which sets out high-level goals to 
tackle issues such as pollution, overfishing, fisheries, ghost gear, 
biodiversity loss, and other issues.

The good news doesn’t quit! Just because the shops have 
stopped selling plastic bags in Vanuatu doesn’t mean the need to 
carry goods has disappeared. The lack of plastic bags has created 
a micro-economy for local communities to start making bags and 
baskets out of traditional materials, like palm and banana plant 
leaves. These are being sold to locals and visitors. Since the bags 
are made from 100% naturally occurring materials, they don’t 
require recycling facilities, which many small countries don’t 
possess. These baskets and bags may last a few weeks which 
make them better than bags for life as people will continue to 
need them, sustaining an economy.

Ralph Regenvanu, Vanuatu Minister of Foreign Affairs, was 
instrumental in the plastic ban but none of this would have 
happened without strong leadership not only from the 
government but also from community leaders like Big Blue.

Be the Change You Want to See for the Ocean
Don’t underestimate the ripple effects of your actions! Dive 
Against Debris recognizes the power of the global dive 
community as citizen scientists and change makers. The tools and 
resources available to conduct successful Dive Against Debris 
surveys are translated in 12 languages and empower divers to 
take action to create both local and global change for the ocean 
and the communities who depend on it.

In 2018, Project AWARE celebrated seven years of growing 
participation and the milestone of one million debris items being 
removed and reported through Dive Against Debris. That’s one 
million pieces of debris no longer wreaking havoc on marine life 
and fragile underwater habitats. In 2019, Project AWARE is taking 
a stronger stand against debris in the ocean and is increasing 
action to reach the next million pieces of debris reported by 
the end of 2020. “We need divers all around the world to speak 
out and put their scuba skills to good use and make every dive 
a survey dive. We are increasing our ambition to remove and 
record more marine debris faster than before. This quality dataset 
is currently being analyzed and peer reviewed to try to answer 
some fundamental questions on how marine debris interacts 
with ocean habitats and, more importantly inform prevention 
solutions.” says Ian Campbell, Project AWARE Associate Director 
Policy and Campaigns.§
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Plastic pollution has been an area of focus for Surfrider for more 
than a decade. Our volunteers and activists see first-hand the 

amount of plastic that ends up on our beloved beaches and in 
our local waters. This year, through the hard work of the Surfrider 
Foundation and other organizations, the international spotlight has 
emphasized the urgent need for action. The increasing steps toward 
global coordination, local campaign victories and proactive efforts 
of businesses phasing out single-use plastic items, show that the 
Surfrider grassroots model for change is turning the tide for our 
ocean and coasts. 

Surfrider chapters have achieved more than 228 plastic pollution 
campaign victories, which have kept billions of plastic bags, foam, 
straws and other single-use items out of landfills and off our 
beaches. From historic plastic straw and cutlery bans in Malibu and 
San Francisco in California, to the defeat of a South Carolina state 
preemption bill that would have taken away the ability of cities 
to pass their own plastic ordinances, the Surfrider Foundation is 
defending our coastlines from the scourge of single-use plastic. 

Our advocacy work results in the passage of local and state policies 
that keep plastic from entering our playgrounds, and drives effective 
change that works. Since the historic win of the statewide bag ban 
in California, in addition to numerous local plastic bag bans, beach 
cleanup results show that there are significantly fewer single-use 
plastic shopping bags found on local beaches. Through every new 
Surfrider campaign, we stop the flow of plastic to our beaches, 
educate, inspire and activate people to change their personal habits 
and take action to protect local beaches and the ocean. 

Along with our plastic pollution campaigns, the Surfrider Foundation 
has worked to reduce plastic at the source by engaging with 
the business community. Surfrider’s Ocean Friendly Restaurants 
program, which started at the chapter level and is now available 
nationwide, works with restaurants to reduce single-use plastic 
items. By voluntarily choosing to follow a comprehensive set of 
criteria, which also includes energy efficiency, water conservation, 
provision of vegetarian options, sustainable seafood, and other 
Ocean Friendly practices, restaurants can make a significant impact. 
Just this year, Surfrider chapters have enlisted more than 400 
restaurants in the program, keeping thousands of plastic bags, foam 
containers, plastic cutlery, straws and other disposable items out of 
landfills and the environment every day. 

There is urgency to this work because we know that the stakes 
are incredibly high. We will continue to take action at local, state 
and national levels to reduce plastic pollution and protect healthy 
beaches for this and future generations. §

SURFRIDER
go.surfrider.org/oft

THERE IS URGENCY TO THIS WORK BECAUSE WE 

KNOW THAT THE STAKES ARE INCREDIBLY HIGH.
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FOR UPDATES AND MORE EVENT INFORMATION VISIT OUR WEBSITE AT WWW.OCEANGRANTS.ORG

OCEAN CONFERENCES AND
PLASTIC, MICROPLASTIC & MARINE  

DEBRIS-RELATED EVENTS 2019     

1

Event Type Event Date Location

Conference CEST 2019 September 4-7 2019 Rhodes, Greece

Conference OceanObs'19 September 16-20, 2019 Honolulu, HI

Cleanup Beach and Riverside Cleanup September 21, 2019 Oregon

Cleanup International Coastal Cleanup September 21, 2019 Washington

Conference ADEX Mumbai 2019 October 4-6, 2019 Mumbai, India

Conference ISWA World Congress 2019 October 7-9 2019 Bilbao, Spain

Conference Environmental Pollution and Health October 21-22, 2019 Sydney Australia

Conference Our Ocean Conference October 23-24, 2019 Oslo Norway

Meeting Consortium for Ocean Leadership Fall Meeting October 24-26 2019 Kaohsiung, Taiwan

Conference Northeast Recycling Council Fall Conference October 29-30 2019 Wilmington, DE

Summit Sustainable Ocean Summit November 20-22, 2019 Paris, France

Conference Ocean Plastics Congress 2019 December 2-6, 2019 Melbourne, AU

Conference Blue Invest in the Mediterranean TBD TBD

Symposium Alaska Marine Science Symposium January 27-31, 2020 TBD

Conference 2020 People and the Sea Conference February 6-7, 2020 Phuket, Thailand

Conference Global Wave Conference 2020 February 10-14, 2020 Queensland, Australia

Conference AAAS Annual Meeting February 14-17, 2020 Seattle, WA

Conference Pollution Control & Sustainable Environment March 02-03, 2020 Rome, Italy

Conference SWANApalooza March 23-26, 2020 Atlanta, GA

Summit World Ocean Summit March, 2020 Tokyo, Japan

Meeting Consortium for Ocean Leadership Spring Meeting March 18-20, 2020 Kaohsiung, Taiwan

Plastic Ocean Summit March 30-31, 2020 Mali Lošinj, Croatia

Meeting Northeast Recycling Council TBD (March/April) Wilmington, DE

Summit Sustainability Summit 2020 TBD TBD

Cleanup Spring Oregon Beach Cleanup TBD Oregon

Expo ADEX 2020 April 17-19, 2020 Singapore

Conference EARTHxOcean TBD TBD

Expo Earthx2020 April 24-26, 2020 TBD

Conference Capitol Hill Ocean Week 2020 TBD Washington DC

Conference 2020 People and the Sea Conference TBD TBD
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Help for our 
Ocean starts 
with caring. 
 
"The Ocean covers 71% of the Earth's surface, 
but has received less than 1% of all philanthropic 
funding since 2009." - FoundationCenter.org

Fixing the Ocean's problems is a monumental 
task and it will take funding and support.   
Here’s how you can help:

• Donate on our website
• Open a Donor Advised Fund*
• Introduce us to other Donors 

*$10,000 minimum; 98% goes to Ocean-focused organizations



oceangrants.org


