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INTRODUCTION


Plastic: what’s the big deal?


Plastic still remains a pretty great invention – syringes, hip replacements, protective helmets, your laptop, my phone, that car. Let’s be honest – plastic ain’t going nowhere. But that’s the problem in a nutshell – all the single-use plastics we buy each day without realising ain’t going nowhere either. A plastic carrier bag is used on average for 12 minutes1 – but it’ll still be here in 100–300 years. The water bottle you picked up at lunch could still be here in 450.


Most plastic is recyclable, but lots of recycling plants can’t keep up with the amount we consume each year and sometimes the amount of energy required to recycle a product makes the exercise futile. This means a lot of plastic that goes in the recycling bin, along with the plastic put in general waste bins, will end up on a landfill site. This is obviously not ideal (cue scenes from Wall-E) – but a whopping 8 million pieces of plastic also enter our oceans every single year.2 A third of that is from items dropped from ships or lost at sea; the remaining 5-and-a-bit million pieces come from rubbish left on the beach; litter that’s dropped in towns and cities that ends up in rivers and drains; industrial spills; badly managed landfill sites and bins near the coast; and stuff flushed down the loo. This all amounts to the following number of microscopic pieces of plastic currently existing the sea:


51 trillion


That’s a pretty huge number to get your head round. It’s 500 times the amount of stars in the galaxy.3 And it’s a problem for many reasons. One is that none of us wants to be wading through muck when we swim in the sea or spend a nice day on the beach. But more importantly it can be deadly for wildlife – fish, dolphins, seabirds and seals can either become entangled in it or ingest it. Some experts estimate that by 2050, 99 per cent of seabirds will have plastic in their stomachs.4


It affects us more directly, too. Over 30 per cent of the fish caught for our dinner tables have ingested plastic – so if you eat fish, you could be ingesting it as well.5 Scientists are still researching how bad this is for us, but as plastic absorbs chemicals in seawater which have been linked to endocrine (hormone) disruption and even some cancers, it’s a pretty bleak reality.6


Can we clean up the plastic in the sea?


Only one per cent of plastic pollution floats, and the vast majority of it becomes microscopic. So even if we somehow managed to get all the countries in the world to fund a cleanup of the seas, it would be near-on impossible to actually achieve – and even then if we could, where would we put it? That 8 million tonnes of plastic we unwittingly pump into the sea every year is a lot of rubbish to find a three-century home for.


So what’s to be done?


I’m glad you asked! What we need to do is put a stop to plastic pollution now so that the damage doesn’t get any worse. In the last couple of years, the conversation around plastic has been growing louder and louder – we need to keep that noise going until all single-use plastic is banned for good and alternatives are found. There have been some brilliant initiatives happening around the world that show we’re all heading in that direction. Here are just a few . . .


[image: Image] Many countries are introducing bans on plastic: France banned plastic cups, plates and cutlery in 2016; Scotland has banned plastic cotton buds; Karnataka in India has banned the use of plastic across the state; and some countries, such as Taiwan, have even banned all single-use plastics altogether.


[image: Image] Lots of places, including Morocco, Tasmania, France and some states in the US have either banned plastic bags or introduced a tax on them. The plastic bag tax in the UK meant it produced 6 billion fewer plastic bags in the first year it came into force – an 83 per cent reduction rate.


[image: Image] Many corporations have vowed to go single-use plastic-free – the BBC plan to do so by 2020 and single-use plastics are now banned within UK Government departments. Brands are jumping on board too. Evian has pledged to use recycled bottles by 2025 and Coca-Cola is going to aim to collect and recycle all its packaging by 2030.


[image: Image] Supermarkets are joining the conversation. The Amsterdam branch of the Dutch supermarket chain Ekoplaza was the first to set up a plastic-free aisle; and Iceland was the first UK supermarket to pledge to be plastic-free for its own-brand products by 2023, with others declaring similar moves.


[image: Image] Australia, Germany, Finland and many other countries have adopted a deposit return scheme for plastic bottles, meaning you pay a small fee for a bottle which is refunded when you return it.


[image: Image] Scientists are looking for ways to make a biodegradable alternative to plastic that will give us a material with the same durability plastic provides, but won’t harm our oceans or stick around for centuries. One solution being developed uses casein, a protein found in milk, to make a material similar to polystyrene that can be used for packaging.


And there’s lots more that YOU can do too:


[image: Image] Go litter-picking. If you live near a beach, then get the community spirit going by becoming part of a beach clean – you can find one near you or get advice on how to organise your own from one of the many beach clean-up charities that exist. If you don’t live near a beach, don’t let that stop you! If you see litter on the side of the road, bin it – don’t let it go down the drain or be washed into a river.


[image: Image] Use your voice. Let businesses know that you’ve found their waste in places it shouldn’t be. If you find a plastic bottle on the beach, take a photo and send it to the company on social media with the location and the hashtag #ReturnToOffender.7 And if you can afford it, send it to their Freepost address with a note afterwards!


[image: Image] Lobby your MP. Governments are finally taking notice of the plastic issue now – but don’t let them forget! Tell them to keep it at the top of the agenda by tweeting or emailing them.


[image: Image] And the easiest thing of all? Read this book! There are 101 ideas in here to help you, your friends, your family, your neighbours, the person sitting next to you on the bus and everyone else you meet along the way to change the habits we’ve all grown up with – until we no longer rely on plastic in the way we currently do. So give them a go and spread the conversation as far and wide as you can – in person and online with #fkplastic.


Together we CAN do it – and we will.









FOOD
  AND  
DRINK


#1 Buy fresh over frozen


Frozen is obviously great when it comes to prolonging the shelf-life of food that would otherwise go bad quickly and have to be thrown out – waste in itself. But the majority of frozen veg and fruit comes in plastic packaging. However, you can still freeze your food – instead just buy fresh and freeze in reusable containers when you get home. Sorted!


#2 Beeswax food wrap
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