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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, and her pH is off.  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.
  
Here at Ocean Grants, we are committed to accelerating solutions to current Ocean 
challenges.  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 NW quadrant of the U.S. that are working to minimize or eradicate plastic, microplastic 
and marine debris in the Ocean.   

We are happy to report that many amazing organizations are doing incredible work in this 
space!  Some are working to clean up existing waste, others are implementing “Zero Waste” 
systems internationally and still others are innovating to develop substances to replace 
plastic altogether. We are happy to share with you the stories of four organizations we found 
to be exemplary.  

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



TABLE OF CONTENTS

FOREWORD       1

INTRODUCTION TO OCEAN GRANTS  5

CALIFORNIANS AGAINST WASTE   6

GAIA         8

SUSTAINABLE OCEAN ALLIANCE   10

THINK BEYOND PLASTIC    12

CALENDAR OF EVENTS      14



|  1Special Report - Volume One

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

While we’ve been aware of plastics’ 
omnipresence in our daily lives for some 
time now, it was Charles Moore’s 1997 
discovery of the Great Pacific Garbage 
Patch (the “Patch”), a gyre of garbage 
the size of Texas, that woke us to the 
realization that unfathomable amounts 
of plastic and marine debris have 
ended up in our Ocean.  And recently 
scientists have reported the Patch to be 
4 to 16 times larger than was previously 
estimated!1The seafloor beneath the 
Patch may also be an underwater trash 
heap as experts think 70% of marine 
debris actually sinks to the bottom of the 
Ocean.2

Current estimates show that there are 
over 5.25 trillion pieces or garbage in 
marine environments worldwide.3  We 
have a massive problem!

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

We are now producing close to 300 
million tons of plastic each year, half of 
which is single use, meaning used only 
once! 
 

1 https://qz.com/1234953/we-underestimated-the-size-of-the-great-pacific-
garbage-patch-by-16-times/
2 https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/great-pacific-garbage-
patch/
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

FOREWORD
OUR OCEAN IS IN TROUBLE

In large part to keep up with consumer 
demands from the West, China is the 
largest manufacturer of plastic, making 
74.7 million metric tons in 2015.5 
Plastic’s strength is an asset in some 
applications, but it’s a big liability when 
it comes to single use products.   In some 
cases, it takes literally hundreds of years 
for some items to biodegrade.

Every year, 8 million metric tons of 
plastics enter our Ocean on top of the 
estimated 150 million metric tons that are 
already there.6 At the current clip, there 
will be more plastic than fish in the Ocean 
by 2050.7

What’s the Price?
Pictures of plastic in our Ocean and 
on our beaches are disturbing, but not 
as heart breaking as images of a turtle 
having a plastic straw removed from its 
nose, a dolphin with a six-pack holder 
around its neck, a beached whale with 80 
plastic bags in its gut or a shark caught in 
derelict fishing gear.  
5 https://bigthink.com/robby-berman/where-is-the-plastic-in-the-ocean-
coming-from-try-asia
6 https://oceanconservancy.org/trash-free-seas/plastics-in-the-ocean/
7 https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-35562253
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An estimated 100,000 marine animals are strangled, 
suffocated or injured by plastics every year.8

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 but 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.9 As smaller organisms are eaten by 
larger and larger fish, those toxins are transferred 
into our food supply.  Plastic particles have already 
been found in 75% of fish living in the Ocean 
depths.10 

Although some of us can, and possibly should, 
curtail our fish intake, 3.5 billion people, that’s half 
of the world’s population, rely on the Ocean as their 
primary source of food.11 We have no choice but to 
clean up this mess, and fast! 

Plastic, Microplastic and Marine Debris
In Ocean Grants’ quest to identify and support the 
most effective and impactful organizations working 
in this space, we analyze  organizations working 
on solutions to these three distinct forms of Ocean 
waste: 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:

•  Plastic Bottles
•  Plastic Bags
•  Cigarettes
•  Food Wrappers
•  Plastic Utensils
•  Straws
•  Beverage Cans
•  Paper Bags (and Styrofoam cups)12 

Plastic of this type enters the Ocean primarily 
through rivers, and mainly in developing countries 
where waste management is less developed.  80% 
of plastic is estimated to come from land; the 
8 https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2018/03/great-pacific-garbage-patch-plastics-environment/
9 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5918521/
10 https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/plastic-found-in-75-per-cent-of-deep-ocean-fish-807rwpj0p
11 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-climate-oceans/oceans-choking-on-co2-face-deadly-changes-
study-idUSTRE65H0LI20100618
12 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/jan/24/plastic-new-epoch-human-damage and 
https://plasticoceans.org/the-facts/ 

remaining 20% from fishing and shipping, although 
this figure may be inaccurate based on recent 
findings in the Patch.  Experts agree that just 10 
rivers (86% in Asia) carry 93% of plastic into the 
Ocean.13   14 

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 pieces of 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.  

Microplastics make up 94% of the estimated 1.8 
trillion pieces of plastic in the Patch. And that 
only equates to only 8% of the total tonnage.15 
An estimated 3.2 million tons of microplastics are 
released into the Ocean each year, a significant 
portion of which are fibers shedded from nylon, 
acrylic and polyester clothing during washing.16 

Once in the Ocean, these microplastics 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.  As they make their 
way through the food chain, plastic and toxic filled 
fish regularly appear on our dinner plates.  

13  https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/stemming-the-plastic-tide-10-rivers-contribute-most-
of-the-plastic-in-the-oceans/
14 https://www.theoceancleanup.com/sources/
15 https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2018/03/great-pacific-garbage-patch-plastics-environment/
16 https://www.iwto.org/microfibres

Maybe you feel safe because you don’t eat fish?  
New research shows the presence of microplastics 
in 90% of the table salt brands sampled worldwide.17

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. 

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. 

As it turns out, of the 79,000 metric tons of plastic in 
the Patch, Ocean Cleanup scientists have identified 
46% of it as abandoned fishing nets and most of the 
rest as other abandoned fishing gear—not plastic 
bottles or packaging. This finding may change 
generally accepted thinking that only 20% of marine 
debris comes from fishing sources.18  

17 https://www.greenpeace.org/international/press-release/18975/over-90-of-sampled-salt-brands-
globally-found-to-contain-microplastics/
18 https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2018/03/great-pacific-garbage-patch-plastics-environment/

What’s the Solution?
Clearly, we need drastic and immediate change at 
all levels.  As individuals, we need to reassess our 
consuming tendencies.  We must think about how 
long a container will remain on the planet when we 
grab a can of soda, stop for takeout or frequent the 
local coffee or smoothie shop.  And, we cannot be 
comforted by our disciplined sorting into proper 
recycle bins because only 9-14% of plastic actually 
gets recycled.19  

Corporations that manufacture and utilize 
plastic must put the survival of humanity on the 
planet above shareholder value and innovate 
better materials and packaging solutions.  And 
governments need to implement and enforce strict 
regulations ensuring that businesses and consumers 
alike take appropriate remedial action.  

Although plastic, microplastic and marine debris in 
the Ocean present a monumental challenge, there 
is hope!  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 that 
are working tirelessly on this issue.  From physically 
attempting to clean the top of the Patch to targeting 
policy changes in countries with influence, to 
educating consumers to fighting corporations with 
vested interests, these nonprofits are making an 
incredible difference and we salute them! §

19 https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2017/07/plastic-produced-recycling-waste-ocean-trash-
debris-environment/

Top: A turtle dies ensnared by a ghost net.  
Bottom: Divers attempt to cleanup up 

massive piles of abandoned fishing nets.
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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 announce and share the stories of our first four Ocean Grants 2018 
Recommended Organizations for the Plastic, Microplastic & Marine Debris category in the 
NW quadrant of the US.  

For our directory of all organizations working on plastic, microplastic and marine debris, 
please visit www.oceangrants.org.
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More than images of bottle cap engorged seabirds and bag 
bloated whales.  More than viral videos of straw stricken sea 

turtles and massive floating trash islands. The science is striking 
and irrefutable: the volume of fossil-fuel derived, non-degradable 
plastic pollution is pervasive and poses an existential threat to the 
environment, to wildlife and to human health. 

The same global commitment that has been activated to combat the 
sources of climate change must be organized and engaged in the 
effort to address the emerging plastic pollution crisis. 

In the absence of national leadership on this issue, it is essential that 
jurisdictions with the ecological awareness, political will, and global 
stature take action to develop and model policies and programs to 
hasten the shift necessary to break free from single-use, fossil fuel 
based plastic and bring about closed loop systems with little to zero 
waste. 

No place on the planet is better suited for leading this effort than 
California, and no environmental advocacy organization in the 
country is better positioned to help bring about this policy shift than 
Californians Against Waste.

• California was the first state to establish a modern, curbside-
friendly, beverage container recycling law—and no state in the 
country is recycling more beverage containers.

• California was the first state to set minimum recycled content 
requirements for plastic containers, and the first state to phase 
out the use of plastic microbeads in personal care products.

• And in 2016 a majority of California voters—7.2 million---voted 
to ban single-use plastic grocery bags.

And for all of these ‘firsts’ Californians Against Waste (CAW) has 
been at the forefront: raising awareness; developing and building 
solutions; and shepherding policies from legislative introduction to 
implementation. No other environmental organization in the country 
can match CAW’s track record of success in enacting policies and 
programs for reducing and recycling sources of plastic pollution.

Beginning in 1986, CAW helped forge California’s unique ‘market-
based’ beverage container recycling program, which blended the 
best of consumer recycling incentives with support for curbside 
recycling. Today this $1.3 billion per year recycling workhorse 
supports a comprehensive infrastructure that last year returned 
more than 9.3 billion plastic bottles for recycling—greater than 70% 
of those sold. Additionally, market-based incentives championed 
by CAW have ensured that the vast majority of plastic bottles 
collected are processed and re-manufactured into new products 
and packaging in California, virtually eliminating dependence on 
overseas markets and demonstrating an economically sustainable 
system of closed loop recycling that can serve as a model for the 
nation and other recyclable plastic.

Over three decades, CAW has pioneered the policy organizing 
and outreach strategy of advancing ‘local ordinances’ as a means 
of raising awareness and incubating model policies ahead of 
statewide adoption. Through this approach, CAW has cultivated 
a network of community-based partners across California (and 
beyond), and helped enact hundreds of working local ordinances 
ranging from bans on polystyrene, non-recyclable fast food 
packaging and plastic bags, to producer responsibility policies 
for recycling e-waste and other problem products, to recycling 
friendly franchise agreements and recycled product procurement 
preferences. 

In 2016, CAW led a ‘David vs Goliath’ statewide ballot campaign 
to defeat the plastic industry’s effort to repeal California’s first in 
the nation plastic bag ban. Despite being outspent 10-1, CAW’s 
grassroots effort culminated in 7.2 million California voters 
saying ‘Yes’ to a Statewide bag ban. That policy has stopped the 
distribution of more than 10 billion single-use plastic grocery 
bags, created a culture shift of ‘bring your own bag’ and reduced 
plastic bag litter on California beaches by more than 72 percent.

THE EFFORT TO STOP PLASTIC POLLUTION  

MUST GO BEYOND BAGS AND STRAWS.

Californians Against Waste, in partnership with local 
governments, public and private recyclers, state policy makers, 
and thousands of engaged activists is embarking on a bold new 
campaign to advance a framework of market-based policies at 
the consumer, local and statewide level aimed at establishing 
producer responsibility for source reduction and closed loop 
recycling of plastic products and packaging. The goal of this 
effort is nothing short of Stopping Plastic Pollution in California, 
while modeling policies and programs that can be adopted at 
the community, state and national level around the globe.

The global output of plastic has grown to more than 300 million 
tons annually.  Plastic production is growing at a faster pace 
than any other material in or economy. Plastic will soon account 
for 20% of all Fossil Fuel consumption and 15% of atmospheric 
carbon.

CALIFORNIANS AGAINST WASTE 
www.cawrecycles.org

And the flow of plastic pollution 
‘leaking’ into the ocean this year is 
conservatively estimated at 8 million 
tons and growing.  At current rates the 
mass of plastic pollution in the ocean 
will exceed fish by 2050.

The visible blight of massive trash 
gyres circling the oceans belies the 
fact that the greatest threat may be 

the generations of shedding plastics that once made up the 
accessories of our convenience obsessed society.
 

• A recent study found that 67% of fish sampled from around 
the globe contain plastic.

• Separate studies have revealed micro-plastic particles in 
more than 90% of both tap and bottled water collected in 
the United States.

• And in the first study of its kind, gastronomists have 
reported finding plastic in the feces of 100% of human 
subjects tested.

The environmental externalities and public costs of cleaning up 
and mitigating plastic pollution are already staggering and will 
continue to grow. It is essential that the producers and corporate 
consumers of plastic be held responsible for internalizing these 
growing costs and externalities.  We must take steps immediately 
to Stop Plastic Pollution!

CAW has spearheaded virtually every plastic pollution prevention 
policy in California to-date, and these successes have raised 
public and policy-maker awareness of the Plastic Pollution 
issue and helped create the political opportunity to develop 
and advance a more comprehensive and integrated  policy for 
reducing much of ‘single-use’ plastic and achieving ‘closed loop’ 
recycling. With your support, CAW is poised to lead California 
consumers and policy makers in an effort to Stop Plastic Pollution. 
§

Photo by John Cancalosi

Photo by Terry McCormac
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As the seas and soil drown in plastic pollution, we have 
become inundated with stories about the scale of the 

problem. Every day, we see disturbing images of animals harmed 
and threatened by all varieties of plastic waste, and we read 
about microplastics in the food we eat and water we drink. At 
the same time, we are flooded with false narratives and false 
solutions. Countries in Asia are portrayed as the source of the 
problem, with photos of trash in streets and rivers. That’s a 
convenient narrative for the plastic industry, but it falls apart on 
closer inspection. Who is making most of the products that end 
up on beaches and in cities? Why is so much plastic not only 
single-use but also big enough only for a single serving? What 
about the countries that consume the most plastic?

As a global network of grassroots organizations, GAIA and our 
members are grappling with these questions on a daily basis, and 
we are proud to say that together we are making progress with 
groundbreaking and effective solutions.

In the very same countries viewed as the worst polluters, local 
solutions have already taken root, and GAIA members are the 
driving force behind developing and promoting them.  In cities 
like San Fernando and Tacloban in the Philippines, “Zero Waste” 

systems have nearly completely stopped plastic pollution. Zero 
Waste combines decentralized collection, capture, and reuse 
of most waste with an iterative evaluation process that is able 
to target leftover waste for policy changes such as bans on 
plastic bag, straws, etc. With Zero Waste, food scraps return to 
the community as a resource, and the collection and compost 
systems sustain steady jobs in all neighborhoods across the city. 
Waste evaluation not only assesses the most problematic plastic 
but also the brands making it, providing transparency to the 
plastic pollution crisis. We now clearly see which multinational 
corporations are--for example--pushing tiny single-use plastic 
pouches (“sachets”) as marketing tools to establish a foothold in 
rapidly growing economies. By tracking and broadcasting this 
information, GAIA’s members can more easily call for product 
bans, demand upstream redesign, and name exactly who is 
responsible.

As stories of successful programs spread, local governments 
have noticed and are ready to support investment in the right 
solutions. Municipalities around the world realize that they have 

GAIA 

a role to play in supporting the right solutions to our collective 
waste problem. That’s why over 400 cities in Europe have joined 
the Zero Waste Europe network, which is embedded within 
GAIA’s own network. That’s why every $1 that GAIA has directed 
toward Zero Waste efforts in the Philippines has been matched 
by $2 from local governments that want to address their own 
waste in a more sustainable and efficient way. The results we 
are seeing in plastic reduction are phenomenal, and demand 
for the services of GAIA members is why we are building an 
international cadre of trained Zero Waste implementers through 
Zero Waste Academies.

As a global network, we take a systemic view of plastic and 
plastic waste; places like the U.S. and Europe consume the most 
plastic, and we have our own mess to clean up. Guess what one 
of our biggest U.S. exports to China was in 2017? Scrap, which 
includes myriad forms of waste, including that plastic bottle 
we thought we were “recycling” by tossing it into a blue bin.  
When China closed its ports to this waste in January 2018, GAIA 
and a broad coalition of members and Break Free From Plastic 
partner organizations staked out a strong position that recycling 
is not enough to solve the plastic crisis. Our call for dramatic 
reduction in single use and other plastic packaging is having an 

impact on media coverage about cities and recycling companies 
scrambling to find a place to send plastic waste collected for 
recycling. Inspired by their connection to a larger network, GAIA 
members in the U.S. are increasingly helping communities ask 
the same questions as members elsewhere have been asking for 
a long time. Where exactly is all this waste coming from? Who is 
producing it? Are there better, less wasteful ways of delivering 
the products we care about? Zero Waste is now making 
significant inroads in the U.S., and GAIA members are on the 
cutting edge of this shift.

GAIA appreciates the support of Ocean Grants in highlighting 
the incredible work of our members and team around the world 
to protect our oceans from pollution by pursuing upstream 
solutions that tackle the root of the problem. To read stories by 
our members and staff about work in the Asia Pacific region, 
check out the most recent issue of Waste Not Asia. You can also 
visit our website for further details on our programs and updates 
from our regional teams in Africa, Asia Pacific, Europe, Latin 
America, and North America. §

www.no-burn.org
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Sustainable Ocean Alliance is an international 501(3)c 
non-profit that advances startups, social entrepreneurs 

and youth-centered initiatives to develop solutions for the 
greatest challenges facing the ocean through its leadership and 
accelerator programs

“If there is a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written 
yet, you must be the one to write it.” -- Toni Morrison

Our world is at a crossroads. The recent IPCC report has made 
it clear that heroic efforts are necessary to save the world 
from catastrophic climate change. For example, the difference 
between 1.5℃ versus 2℃ of global warming will be at least 10-
30% of our coral reefs will survive, and sea level rise will be 10 
cm less, mitigating coastal flooding and displacement for millions 
of people around the world. To get here, we will have to reduce 
our production of greenhouse gasses by 45% in just 12 years, 
and that’s just the starting point.  Yet there has never been a time 
to warrant as much optimism as now, for having optimism is the 
only way that we can accomplish the requisite feats. 

One of the most important parts of our collective inheritance is 
the ocean. It is a gift that keeps giving to humanity if we can only 
preserve it. With 50% of the world population being under 30, 
young people should be especially incentivized to protect the 
ocean. They need the help of thought leaders and policy-makers 
to build platforms to advocate sustainable stewardship of the 
oceans. While this leverage point has previously been neglected, 
youth are the stakeholders, the victims, and the potential 
champions of change.

Sustainable Ocean Alliance (SOA) founder Daniela V Fernandez 
is optimistic this approach. After all, it takes the right kind of 

optimism and tons of courage and intellectual humility to turn a 
college-room idea into a global organization to empower youth 
ocean actions. Fernandez is a pragmatic dreamer. 

Pragmatic solutions
SOA recently launched the world’s first ocean technology 
accelerator, hosting its first wave of startups in an 8-week 
accelerator program based in San Francisco. Of nearly 100 
applicants, five companies were selected: Loliware, a design 
firm manufacturing single-use plastic alternatives from seaweed; 
ETAC, an engineering firm deploying magnetic nanotechnology 
that binds to ocean pollutants for cleaner water; Sustainability 
Cloud, a blockchain-base platform connecting plastic waste 
streams with buyers to keep it out of our landfills and seas; 
Calwave, an engineering firm turning waves power into 
electricity; and SafetyNet Technologies, an engineering firm 
using light emitting devices that can reduce fisheries bycatch 
for fishers up to 90%. This diverse and international cohort of 
companies applies an array of technologies to solve pressing 
ocean problems that impact us all.  

As a mission-driven accelerator, SOA bridges the gap 
between building strategies and catalyzing actions that can 
scale and cascade. This has multiple benefits: it supports 
companies that are tackling the ocean’s greatest threats; it 
brings new perspectives to investors and to the business 
community, furthering the trend of aligning good business and 
investment with sustainability; it creates successful examples of 
entrepreneurship as a tool to make the world better, which in 
turn creates a positive feedback loop, thus encouraging young 
people to fight for a better future.   

SUSTAINABLE OCEAN ALLIANCE Manifesting dreams
No person is an island. We do not dream in isolation: our dreams 
are shaped by-- and shape -- our environment and culture. This is 
why SOA has focused on creating a global community of young 
people working to protect and sustain the health of our ocean.

“We did something unconventional - we listened,” Fernandez 
likes to say. True listening enables deep understanding, which 
enables change. Every generation has their own unique burden. 
Every generation must be the architect of its own liberation 
from its inherited constraints. For Millennials, this lies in creating 
symbiotic immediate communities, networked to global 
communities, that support each other to focus on the most 
consequential issues. For the communities being catalyzed by 
SOA, that issue is saving the oceans. 

New playbook, synthesized
Today, SOA’s global youth network consists of engaged youth 
leaders in 60+ countries across 6 continents. SOA is in a unique 
position as the only ocean youth-focused, global network to grow 
and serve the global population more effectively. 

SOA hosts the “Our Ocean Youth Leadership Summit” in different 
locations across the globe. It established this platform to ensure 
that young leaders who are focused on ocean challenges are 
represented and heard.   SOA co-hosted the “Our Ocean Youth 
Leadership Summit” alongside the U.S. Department of State in 
2016 and partnered with the European Union and the Indonesian 
government in 2017 and 2018 respectively.  SOA will continue 
to co-host the Our Ocean Youth Leadership summit series with  
Norwegian government in 2019 and in partnership with the 
Palauan government in 2020. Since the launch of the initiative 
in 2016, 140 universities, business schools, and organizations 
from 75 countries have developed and implemented their ocean 
projects. This global youth empowerment initiative is represented 
by 72% college and postgraduate students and 17% young 
professionals. By bringing representatives aged 16-35 to the 
table with representatives at the highest levels of government, 
SOA is building leadership strategies to spur action on the 
threats to our ocean.

Additionally, SOA has established a youth-leadership platform at 
the Economist World Ocean Summit giving SOA youth leaders 
the opportunity to present their innovations on the main stage. In 
2018, SOA brought 20 youth leaders to the World Ocean Summit 
held in Cancun, and in 2019, SOA will bring 50 youth leaders to 
the World Ocean Summit taking place in Abu Dhabi.

SOA offers a playbook that brings diverse minds together to 
develop solutions to the perils facing humanity’s greatest asset. 
In 2019 SOA will accelerate fifteen ocean technology companies, 
run an accelerator at sea program, expand its youth network 
to represent every country on the planet, and bring the youth 
leaders to Our Oceans 2019 in Norway. In doing so, it gives rise 
to an ocean of possibilities.  

Article by Yan Liu, Editor-in-Chief, Biocaptivate

SOA founder and CEO, Daniela Fernandez First wave accelerator pitch session

Top: Youth Leaders in session
Middle: Our Ocean Youth Leaders 2018
Bottom: Daniela Fernandez and youth leaders at The Economist 
World Ocean Summit 2018

https://soalliance.org
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Think Beyond Plastic leads a global multi-disciplinary effort to 
advance commercialization of research and innovation with 

focus on plastic pollution. Since 2012, we have launched 52 startups 
with innovations in new materials, green chemistry, innovative 
packaging and manufacturing capabilities.

Plastic pollution is one of the world’s most intractable challenges, 
on par with climate change and water scarcity. The 20-fold growth 
of plastic production over the past five decades has overwhelmed 
recycling capacity and the shortfall is expected to worsen as the 
industry projects a tripling in production by 2050, with staggering 
negative externalities:  plastic production will use up almost 20% 
of global oil production; it will represent 15% of the global carbon 
budget and will likely surpass the airline industry’s use of
petroleum products. Human health impacts associated with 
chemicals leaching from plastic packaging will
likely increase, as will impacts on fragile marine eco-systems where 
toxic microplastics remain in corals, bodies of marine animals and 
in the water. The ocean is at risk of becoming the garbage dump for 
the world.

A challenge on this scale requires systems thinking and a global 
collaboration between the public and private sector, with the 
support of impact and equity investors, and with a social compact 
between such institutions and citizens. Recognizing the inadequacy 
of existing interventions, Think Beyond Plastic is pioneering a 
unique approach that embraces design thinking and the principles 
of circular economy, and focuses on building the innovation eco-
system to support systemic, permanent reduction of land-based 
plastic pollution. The circular economy for plastics (aka the New 
Plastics Economy) incorporates these basic principles:

• Elimination of problematic or unnecessary plastics;
• Reuse models and service vs. products;
• All plastic that is unavoidable is reusable, recyclable or 

compostable;
• The use of plastic is decoupled from consumption of finite 

resources; and
• All plastic packaging is free from hazardous chemicals 

impacting health, safety and right of people.

A key driver of economic growth, innovation can fill the multiple 
technology, design and business model gaps in the current plastic 
value chain as it transitions towards this circular model. Discussions 
with a broad range of industry stakeholders and participants in the 
New Plastics Economy initiative have identified innovation priorities 
in all segments of the plastics value chain.

Meeting these priorities requires a robust, thriving innovation eco-
system with hundreds, then thousands of early stage innovators who 
compete, grow and outperform each other, gradually increasing in 
quality, breadth and value.

Innovation Eco-System Needs
The innovation eco-system for plastics has three key stakeholders 
who exist in a synergistic relationship: innovators, industry and 
investors. Their interdependency is mutually reinforcing, but each of 
them have unique needs and challenges.  

THINK BEYOND PLASTIC Meeting their needs is the key priority of Think Beyond Plastics Innovation Center:
 

• Accelerating the pace of discovery and innovation in priority areas of the New Plastics Economy;
• De-risking corporate investment in R&D, innovation and prototyping;
• Supporting the development of commercially viable prototypes meeting industry specifications; and
• Supporting and strengthen the innovation engine, securing the future pipeline;

The New Plastics Economy  
Innovation Center
The Innovation Center is cultivating a robust innovation 
pipeline for all areas of the circular economy for 
plastics. Towards this goal, it is focused on growing and 
strengthening the innovation eco-system specifically 
by meeting the needs of innovators, investors and 
industry. Its structure incorporates an Innovation Hub 
and Regional User Facilities.

The Innovation Hub has dedicated portals for 
innovators, industry and investors:

To Industry – Innovation search, prototyping and 
discovery to meet specific needs or applications; 
Minimum Viable Prototype; first access to innovation;

To innovators – bridge to commercialization including 
accelerator services, guidance and mentorship, IP 
protection, access to capital, customer discovery, 
industry feedback, access to innovation and 
prototyping infrastructure and other;

To investors – Due Diligence for 3BL investments with 
proven ROI and transformative potential; updates on 
emerging KPIs; steady, pre-qualified pipeline and first 
access to investments.

Currently, the Innovation Hub identifies and assesses 
200+ early stage innovations, leveraging its global 
network of partners and institutions, and innovation 
challenges. It trains up to 30 startups and produces an 
annual Innovation Showcase and Investor Forum. The 
Regional User Facilities will substantially expand these 
capacities with wider access to innovation and support 
for qualified innovators. The startup support program 
leverages best practices from the Start-X Stanford 
University Accelerator, Entrepreneur Round Table 
(ERA), I-Corp and VentureWell, and integrates our own 
domain expertise.

The network of Regional User Facilities was launched 
in 2018 with a flagship center at California State 
University, Monterey Bay. The network offers access 
to equipment for testing, experimentation, prototyping and scalability, MVP development, design and packaging. Some facilities 
(opening in 2019) will offer special areas of expertise – i.e. cellulose, biomaterials, green chemistry etc. Current sites include two 
research labs in the US, USDA Lab, Bulgaria and Finland. The expansion of the network in 2019 will add access to sites in SE Asia, 
Africa and new US sites, and will provide essential support to the raising wave of global innovators and will substantially increase the 
flow of regional innovation.

2025 Ambition
The year 2015 was remembered as the year of Internet of Things, the tipping point when IoT came out from the backroom and 
became a mainstream technology. The global momentum is mounting towards a tipping point for plastics by the year 2025 – with 
real fundamental change of plastic material flows globally, and unstoppable momentum. Our 2025 ambition is 500+ startups beyond 
the 100M revenue mark, steady flow of innovation in all aspects of the value chain, supported by strong infrastructure and access to 
$50B+ funding. We are on our way.

Visit our innovators https://www.thinkbeyondplastic.com/startups, hear what they say about us, https://www.thinkbeyondplastic.com/
graduates and help us build a future of a New Plastics Economy.

www.thinkbeyondplastic.com
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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     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

1

Event Type Event Date Location

Conference Blue Invest in the Mediterranean January 24, 2019 Malta

Workshop Audobon's Teach Wild January 26, 2019 New Orleans, LA

Symposium Alaska Marine Science Symposium January 28-Feb 1, 2019 Anchorage, Alaska

Conference ICMPPPM 2019 February 6-7, 2019 Phuket, Thailand

Conference AAAS Annual Meeting February 15, 2019 Washington DC

Conference AAAS Clutching at Staws/Global Microplasic February 15, 2019 Washington DC

Conference AAAS Scientists Combating Microplastic Pollution February 16, 2019 Washington DC

Summit Algalita Int'l Youth Summit February 22-24, 2019 Dana Point, CA

Conference SWANApalooza February 25-28, 2019 Boston, MA

Summit World Ocean Summit March 5-7, 2019 Abu Dhabi UAE

Meeting Coalition for Ocean Leadership Spring Meeting March 13-16, 2019 Kaohsiung, Taiwan

Conference Pollution Control & Sustainable Environment March 14-16, 2019 London, England

Meeting Northeast Recycling Council March 20-21, 2019 Wilmington, DE

Summit Sustainability Summit 2019 March 21, 2019 London, England

Cleanup Spring Oregon Beach Cleanup March 23, 2019 OR

Expo ADEX 2019 April 11-14, 2019 Singapore

Cleanup Washington Coastal Cleanup April 20, 2019 WA

Conference EARTHxOcean April 26, 2019 TBA

Expo EarthX2019 April 28, 2019 TBA

Summit Monterey Bay Aquariam Ocean Plastic Pollution May 10-11, 2019 Monterey, CA

Conference European Maritime Day May 16-17, 2019 Lisbon, Portugal

Conference Capitol Hill Ocean Week 2019 June 4-6, 2019 Washington DC

Summit Seaweb Seafood Summit June 10-14, 2019 Bankok, Thailand

Conference 2019 People and the Sea Conference June 24-28, 2019 Amsterdam, the Netherlands

Conference Microplastics in Manchesters Rivers July 18-21, 2019 Cheshire UK

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

Conference Think Beyond Plastic Innovation Showcase and Investor Forum TBA TBA

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

Conference Our Ocean Conference October 24-5, 2019 Oslo Norway

Summit Sustainable Ocean Summit TBA TBA
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