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Three   Layers   of   Plastic   Problems  

For   quite   a   long   time,   I   scoffed   at   the   bans   on   plastic   straws   in   places   such   as   California,  

believing   it   to   be   an   inefficient   way   to   combat   the   plastic   problem.   I   had   always   heard   that   straws  

accounted   for   less   than   1%   of   the   plastic   waste   in   the   ocean.   How   could   that   make   any   sort   of  

difference?   However,   recently,   my   mother   mentioned   a   video   she   saw   that   nearly   made   her   cry.   I  

watched   it,   and   was   saddened   and   disgusted   by   what   I   saw.   In   the   video   -recorded   by   a  

researcher   on   a   project   in   Costa   Rica-   a   beautiful   sea   turtle   struggles   to   breathe   as   a   researcher  

wrestles   to   pull   a   four   inch   plastic   straw   out   of   the   poor   thing’s   nostril.   It   was   difficult   to   make   it  

through   the   entire   video,   but   it   helped   me   realize   something   important.   If   that   straw,   even   making  

up   less   than   1%   of   the   plastic   in   the   ocean,   caused   an   innocent   creature   that   much   pain,   what  

kind   of   devastation   can   the   remaining   99%   cause?  

To   be   more   precise,   National   Geographic   states   that   straws   make   up   about   0.025%   of  

plastic   waste,   and   estimate   that   the   US   alone   uses   500   million   plastic   straws   a   day.   Comparing  

this   enormous   number   to   the   miniscule   percentage   it   makes   up   is   a   good   way   to   gain   an  

understanding   of   the   scale   of   this   issue.   With   the   numbers   in   mind,   we   need   to   take   a   closer   look  

at   this   problem.   The   causes   of   this   plastic   pandemic   are   most   efficiently   examined   at   three  

separate   levels,   as   are   our   possible   solutions;   these   levels   are   corporate,   government,   and  

individual.  



The   corporations   and   manufacturers   can   be   considered   most   responsible   for   this   problem  

of   plastic.   The   reasoning   makes   sense   when   viewed   from   a   purely   money   making   perspective,  

which   of   course   is   how   a   company   would   view   the   situation.   Plastic   is   cheap   to   produce,   can   be  

produced   at   a   rapid   rate,   and   has   abundant   uses   in   manufacturing.   With   it,   you   can   create  

packaging,   bags,   bottles,   among   hundreds   of   other   items.   If   it   weren’t   for   the   harm   it   causes,   it  

would   be   a   miracle   material.   This   harm   is   summarized   quite   eloquently   by   a   quote   from   Lorna  

Baldwin   with   PBS,   “ And   because   it   doesn’t   degrade   and   instead   breaks   down   into   smaller   and  

smaller   pieces,   much   of   that   plastic   is   still   here   on   earth.”   Most   of   the   plastic   that   is   thrown   away  

is   not   properly   disposed   of.   It   typically   either   sits   in   a   landfill   or   finds   its   way   to   the   ocean.   This  

plastic   will   remain   where   it   is,   piled   up   in   the   middle   of   the   ocean,   unless   humans   do   something  

about   it,   because   it   doesn’t   degrade   on   its   own.   Large   corporations   are   not   helping   this   matter.  

According   to   a   report   released   to   CBS   News,   the   Coca-Cola   Company   alone   produces   3   million  

tons   of   plastic   every   year;   this   number   is   based   on   company-provided   figures,   not   CBS’s   own  

estimates.   That   is   3   million   tons   of   plastic   this   year   that   is   very   unlikely   to   be   disposed   of  

properly;   most   of   it   will   either   fill   a   landfill   or   be   dumped   into   the   ocean.  

The   most   effective   solutions   at   the   corporate   level   have   been   primarily   introduced   by  

small   and   local   businesses.   Walking   into   any   family   owned   farmer’s   markets   and   brewing  

companies   for   example,   I’ve   seen   far   less   plastic   use   than   any   establishment   run   by   a   larger  

corporation.   They   tend   to   use   paper   bags   instead   of   paper   ones,   and   small   breweries   tend   to   use  

cardboard   to   package   six-packs.   Another   incredible   contribution   to   this   comes   from   Lori   Goff,   a  

biotechnologist   and   founder   of   “Outlander   Materials.”   Her   company   has   created   an   alternative   to  

plastic   that   is   biodegradable   and   is   made   from   the   waste   produced   by   the   process   of   brewing  



beer.   If   small   companies   and   businesses   can   continue   to   push   these   innovations   and   practices   that  

reduce   the   use   of   plastic   and   we   continue   to   support   them,   perhaps   large   corporations   will   see  

this   and   begin   to   adopt   the   same   methods.  

Government,   both   national   and   local,   is   another   layer   of   this   problem.   Our   own   state   of  

North   Carolina   had   a   major   push   against   the   use   of   plastic   in   2009   and   2010,   and   many  

anti-plastic   laws   and   bills   were   pushed   forward   around   that   time.   According   to   the   National  

Conference   of   State   Legislatures,   one   of   the   pieces   of   legislation   that   actually   passed   was  

SB1018,   which   banned   single-use   plastic   bags   in   several   counties   on   the   Outer   Banks.   However,  

this   was   repealed   in   2017,   and   those   counties   are   free   to   use   plastic   bags   once   more.   At   both   state  

and   national   levels   in   America,   we   have   precious   little   to   show   in   terms   of   actual   legislation   and  

progress   on   this   issue.   Another   plastic   related   issue   that   has   yet   to   be   resolved   by   legislation   is  

the   Chinese   recycling   disaster.   For   years,   America   shipped   most   of   its   plastic   to   China   for  

recycling.   However,   China   has   put   a   ban   on   imported   trash   and   plastic,   and   American   companies  

are   still   sending   it,   causing   shiploads   of   plastic   and   garbage   to   be   turned   around   at   the   border  

with   no   clear   destination.  

While   laws   that   ban   plastic   are   controversial   in   the   eyes   of   many,   the   solution   to   the  

China   recycling   problem   should   not   be.   It   is,   without   a   doubt,   the   responsibility   of   the   company  

to   dispose   of   their   waste   properly,   and   legislation   that   holds   them   accountable   for   cleaning   up  

after   themselves   has   been   proven   necessary.   If   they   insist   on   manufacturing   and   using   a   harmful  

material,   it   is   a   matter   of   public   interest   that   they   are   made   to   dispose   of   it   in   a   way   that   is   safe  

for   both   the   public   and   the   environment.   If   an   average   citizen   can   be   fined   for   littering,   it   is  

absolutely   a   responsibility   of   the   government   to   hold   corporations   to   the   same   standard.   



The   last   layer   of   this   problem   and   its   solutions   lie   within   the   individual,   or   the   general  

public.   As   individual   people,   we   have   the   least   direct   impact   on   the   plastic   problem.   A   company  

may   dump   a   shipload   of   trash   into   the   ocean,   a   government   might   push   forward   a   bill   that  

impacts   the   use   of   plastic,   while   one   single   person   might   leave   a   candy   wrapper   on   the   side   of  

the   road.   However,   the   ability   of   the   public   as   a   whole   to   effect   the   issue   by   working   together   is  

of   great   significance.   The   most   common   way   this   is   done   currently   is   with   volunteer   groups   that  

clean   up   trash   off   of   highways.   However,   there   are   other   methods   that   could   prove   to   have   longer  

lasting   effects.   First:   a   partial   boycott   on   products   that   use   plastic   in   packaging.   For   example,  

deciding   to   buy   twelve-packs   of   canned   soda   packaged   in   cardboard   instead   of   two-liters.   This  

might   not   seem   like   a   lot,   but   as   more   people   do   this,   companies   will   see   a   shift   in   their   profits;  

they   will   find   that   plastic   isn’t   selling   as   well   anymore.   Due   to   supply   and   demand,   they   will  

likely   begin   producing   less   plastic   packaging,   thus   less   of   it   will   end   up   in   the   ocean.   Another  

way   individuals   can   combat   this   problem   is   by   supporting   legislation   that   calls   for   action   against  

plastic.   If   the   law   is   turned   against   the   use   of   plastic,   the   problem   becomes   much   more   serious  

for   companies   that   choose   to   ignore   it.  

In   short,   corporations,   governments,   and   individuals   all   play   a   role   in   the   plastic  

epidemic.   It   is   a   problem   that   threatens   our   planet   and   much   of   the   life   that   calls   it   home.  

However,   there   are   efforts   that   can   be   made   at   all   three   levels   that   can   salvage   the   Earth   from   the  

disaster   that   is   this   harmful   material.  
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