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A PLASTIC SEA
While anyone would notice litter piling up in their
front yards or at a schoolyard where their children
play, people generally aren’t aware of garbage
accumulating in the world’s oceans. Out o f sight, out
o f mind , the saying goes. But
the litter is floating out
there—a lot of it—and the
situation is only worsening.

In an effort to bring the
problem of the world’s
choking seas to public
attention, New Orleans
native and UNO alumnus
Marcus Eriksen recently
spent three months sailing
from southern California to Hawaii on a hand-made
raft constructed of plastic bottles. It was dubbed the
JUNK raft. Plastic bottles were an apt and symbolic
choice of construction material since so much of the
ocean’s litter is everyday plastic junk: cigarette
lighters, broken bits of toys, ballpoint pen caps,
shampoo containers, flimsy shopping bags, cotton
swab shafts, disposable forks and knives,
toothbrushes and, yes, plastic bottles.

The Algalita Marine Research Foundation (AMRF),
a non-profit environmental organization based in
Long Beach, California, where Eriksen currently

works as the director of research and education, has
been studying the problem for over a decade. The
organization focuses on the North Pacific Gyre, one
of five subtropical gyres in the world where revolving

ocean currents trap plastic
litter in an endless whirlpool.
AMRF has ventured
numerous times into the
Pacific to take samples.
During the first trip in 1999,
the scientists measured 0.002
grams of plastic per square
meter on the surface. By
2008, the figure had doubled
to 0.004 grams of plastic.
Again, that’s just the surface

measurements; plastic litter goes as far down as 300
feet below sea level.

“Plastic does not go away,” Eriksen asserts. “UV rays
will break plastic into smaller particles, but it does
not decompose. As a result, we find billions of tiny
fragments of plastic on the ocean’s surface. If you
think about it, it makes no sense that we use a
material designed to last forever for products
designed to be thrown away.”

Of course, plastic litter in the ocean poses a threat to
marine life. Eriksen says that 44% of all sea birds, 22
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Plastics found in fish caught. Photo by Marcus Eriksen

At left, Eriksen on Mississippi River journey in 2003. Photo by Marcus Eriksen
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kinds of whales and all sea turtles have had plastics
found in or around their bodies. It’s also a human
health threat.

“On our JUNK raft trip, we caught a rainbow runner
to eat and found 17 large fragments of plastic in its
stomach,” he recalls, adding that pesticides like DDT
as well as PAHs and PCBs (known human
carcinogens and endocrine disruptors) stick to plastic
marine debris. “This is a fish that’s often found in
restaurants and fish markets. What we are finding
out now is that these pollutants can migrate from
ingested plastic into the organs and tissues of the
animal that ate it.”

While forms of plastics have been around since the
mid 1800’s, World War II marked a turning point
when plastic began being manufactured out of
petroleum and used for military purposes. Plastics
then went into an increasing amount of post-war

domestic products. The early 1990s saw a big jump in
plastic bottle and bag consumption. At the time,
about 60 billion pounds of plastic were being
produced a year in the U.S. alone. Now, we produce
120 billion pounds of plastic each year.

Even plastic litter from landlocked communities will
end up in the ocean. A bottle cap, durable and
lightweight, might be dropped on the ground, then
washed down a storm drain and eventually flows into
the sea. Eriksen adds that very little plastic gets
recycled, about 5% of it. In any case, recycling isn’t
the answer to this problem, because plastic can only
be recycled into an inferior-grade product, which
eventually has be thrown away, too. Recycling simply
delays the inevitable. The best solution is to change
our culture of throw-away consumption.

“To begin with, there are easy things we can do. Bring
your own stainless steel coffee mug and water bottle

Eriksen in “JUNK.”
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with you. Get away from single use disposable plastics
altogether. Bring your own canvas shopping bags to
the store,” he says. “The second thing is legislation
that bans plastic products or adds fees to them.”

Legislation has proven to work. In 2002, Ireland
passed a law that tacked on 15-cent surcharge per
plastic bag. It caused the average number of plastic
bags used per citizen each year to plunge from 328 to
21 and decreased plastic bag litter by 95%.

Marcus Eriksen grew up in Metairie, only a half-mile
from the airport. After graduating from Bonnabel
High School, he enrolled at the University of New
Orleans to gain a solid foundation for a career in
science education, receiving his Bachelor of Science
in Secondary Education–Earth Science in 1993 and a
Master of Arts in Education and Curriculum in 1995.

“I went to UNO for undergrad and grad school,
because I have a very small family and wanted to be

near them,” he says. “I also made many friends in the
education and geology departments who became
wonderful mentors throughout my college years.
What I valued most about my time at UNO were the
friendships with professors that have carried into my
work today.

“I also learned through my experience at UNO how
to teach people by connecting with them personally,”
he continues. “This is perhaps a large part of the
New Orleans culture as well. Although I live in
California, I still consider New Orleans home.”

As the first Gulf War was beginning, Erikson, who
had been in the Marine Corps Reserves since he was
17, was in a UNO biology class when he received
word that he needed to report for duty. He was flown
to San Diego—his first time out of Louisiana—and
then on to Kuwait City where he and his fellow
Marines helplessly watched oil wells burn and shared
their dreams to take their minds off the sights and

A Plastic Sea

“JUNK” approaching the end of the journey.
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stench of war. It was then that Eriksen made a vow to
float down the Mississippi on a raft. His experiences
in the Middle East furthermore tied his fate to
plastics. “Plastic is made from petroleum. I’ve seen
the source and the sink,” he says.

Instead of heading for the classroom after
graduation, Eriksen decided that he’d prefer serving
as an educator by working for museums and
foundations. For a time, he worked the dinosaur
robotics exhibit at the Audubon Zoo. Later, he
earned his PhD in Science Education at the
University of Southern California, and along the way
he read articles by Charles Moore, the founder of
AMRF. Eriksen knew he wanted to work with him.

Like a post-industrial Huckleberry Finn, Eriksen
eventually did make that trip down the Mississippi
River. It was on a raft buoyed by two-liter soda
bottles. Along the 2,000-mile journey in 2003
(recounted in his bookMy River Home), he observed
endless litter and its accumulation at the outfall—a
precursor to his Pacific voyage.

“If you’re building a raft, plastic bottles are a great
construction material,” Eriksen notes. “They’re
buoyant, lightweight and designed to last forever.”

Along with his colleague Joel Paschal, Eriksen built
the JUNK raft out of 15,000 Nalgene sports bottles
collected from a Burbank recycling center, and some
bottles were even fished out of the L.A. River. Built by
trial and error, JUNK in its final design was a deck, 24
by 24 feet, constructed of two dozen salvaged sailboat
masts lashed together; underneath were six pontoons
created by triple-wrapping fishing nets around the
plastic bottles. Eriksen and Paschal made a cabin from
a Cessna 310 aircraft fuselage that had been rusting in
a desert junkyard and also attached four sails to the
raft. Three local high schools and an elementary
school pitched in with the construction effort, and the
project received a number of sponsorships.

Although Eriksen and Paschal figured the journey
from Long Beach to Oahu would take about a

month and a half, they stocked the raft with three
months worth of food and water, as well as three
GPS units, two satellite phones, two VHF radios,
and a Coast Guard beacon. They also had a Mac, on
which they made 30-second videos. Anna Cummins,
Eriksen’s fiancée who also works at Algalita in the
position of education advisor served as their land-
based liaison to the rest of the world and regularly
updated the JUNK raft blog
(http://junkraft.blogspot.com) with videos and
progress reports.

The very first day at sea, June 1, 2008, the raft began
sinking. Though still attached by O-rings, the caps had
come off of about 1,000 of the bottles. The team made
jury-rigged repairs at sea with the help of a fishing boat.

Throughout the journey, three hurricanes passed
within a couple hundred miles south of JUNK, close
enough to be worrisome, but Eriksen said in the end
the storms’ winds helped push the raft along to its
destination. Still, the 2,600-mile journey took 88 days
in the end, twice as long as originally expected. After
the first month, the perishables were gone, and
Eriksen and his partner couldn’t catch that much fish.

“The fisheries in the Pacific have changed, and my
best guess for the reason is overfishing,” he remarks.
“I once spoke with a man who did the same trip fifty
years ago. He said he saw sharks every day and could
catch tuna every day. On our trip, we only saw one
two-foot shark and not a single tuna. You used to be
able to skim the surface of the water and make soup
with the plankton. When we tried that, we found
more plastic than plankton.”

After two months, the team was low on food.
Through Cummins, they learned about a British
woman, Roz Savage, who was rowing solo from San
Francisco to Hawaii also to raise awareness about
maritime plastic litter. After tracking each other over
seven days, the adventurers had a rendez-vous on the
high seas, traded food for fresh water and chatted for

a few hours. “That was a high point of the trip,
meeting another human out there,” says Eriksen,
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A Plastic Sea
“especially someone who was also
bringing attention to the plastics issue.”

Seventy-five people greeted JUNK’s
arrival on Honolulu’s famed Waikiki
Beach on August 28. Many of them were
members of the media, and the story
was carried on the Associated Press wire.
As a result the blog racked up 32,000
hits in one day.

The JUNK raft story continues to be
told by the media. It has been picked
up by ABC, CNN, Disco ve r , The Lo s
An g e le s Tim e s , National Public
Radio, USA Today, and many local
news outlets. Eriksen appeared on
The Martha Stewart Show in
October. Internationally, the voyage
has been covered by the BBC, the
French press, and even the national
newspaper of India.

Since the goal of the JUNK raft voyage
was to draw attention to the problem of
plastic litter in the ocean, clearly the
voyage has been a success. Eriksen’s
ultimate hope, of course, is that this
attention will create change. The road is a
long one, however.

“The plastic industry fights us tooth and
nail in our research. They are against
anything that promotes a reduction in the
production of disposable plastics,” he says.
“Culturally, it’s difficult, too. We need to
find a smart alternative. What we’re doing
now is irresponsible, using an
indestructible material for disposable
products. It’s wrong to put this burden on
future generations.”

Henry Alpert is a New Orleans-based
freelance writer. He can be reached at

henry@action-copy.com .�
Photo by Capt. Charles Moore


