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Plastic is killing our oceans – and 
we need your help to save the 
situation. We all need to make 
changes in the way we use 
plastic, starting today. If we fail to 
do something about the problem, 
there will be more plastic in the 
ocean than fish.  

All of this affects humans as 
much as it does marine life. The 
ocean provides us with the air we 
breathe and the water we drink. 
It couldn’t be more important!

Famous marine biologist Sylvia 
Earle calls the ocean the blue 
heart of our planet. That’s 
because without the ocean we 
cannot survive on planet Earth! 

%71Th
e ocean covers

of planet Earth.

Do you know about 
the most exciting race 
happening this year? If you 
haven’t heard of the Volvo 
Ocean Race check out 
Topic 1. What is the Volvo 
Ocean Race? Discover 
what it’s like to be a sailor 
in one of the most extreme 
races around the World.

Click here to find 
out more!

What is Ocean 
Plastic Pollution?

What is your 
favourite thing 

about the 
ocean? 

www.volvooceanrace.com
/education

www.volvooceanrace.com /education
www.volvooceanrace.com /education
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Lets dive deep into the ocean!
 Are you ready to explore? 

The ocean covers 71% of the planet and holds 97% of the Earth’s 
water. How does the ocean allow us to live here on Earth? 

1. The ocean provides 50% of the oxygen that we brea-
the. That means over half the fresh air we breathe is 
made in the ocean. Some of it comes from seaweed 
but most comes from tiny microscopic plants called 
phytoplankton, which take in carbon dioxide and relea-
se oxygen – just like trees! 

2. The ocean regulates our climate, by absorbing the 
sun’s heat and transporting it through ocean currents 
around the globe. The ocean is always cooling and 
warming the planet. It is also the main driver in the 
water cycle, which gives us fresh water to drink! 

Can you think of any life 
in the ocean? What is 

your favourite animal in 
the ocean? 

Phytoplankton were just 
discovered in the 1980s 
so imagine what other 

important animals live in 
the sea that we don’t yet 

know about!

EVAPORATION

PRECIPITATION
CONDENSATION

Take a deep 
breath! Over half 
of the oxygen we 
breathe comes 
from the ocean!a

3. The ocean supports different types of life and ecosystems. 
Whales, dolphins, fish, jellyfish, starfish and many more types of creatures live 
in the sea in different places like coral reefs, seaweed forests, and sea grass 
beds – all known as ecosystems. The ocean has some of the tiniest animals, 
like plankton, and the largest animal in the world – the blue whale! Coastal 
ecosystems of the ocean, like mangroves and coral reefs, are home to many 
different animals and also protect land from big storms. 
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4. The ocean and humans are connected in every way. The ocean provides us with: 

And if we don’t, who will?  It’s not only for all the animals that live in the 
ocean, but if we look after the ocean we are also looking after ourselves 
and all the other human beings on planet Earth. 

The ocean connects us all!
There are lots of different things we can do to help keep the ocean 
clean and healthy. If you complete Wisdom’s worksheets and take the 
Champion Challenges at the end of this Topic you can be a Volvo Ocean 
Race Champion for the Sea. Every little thing we do helps and by working 
together we can make some great changes for the better and help Turn 
the Tide on Plastic Pollution.

Did you know that the ocean is that important to us? 
Do you think we need to look after the ocean?

 The air we breathe

Food

The water we 
drink, through the 
water cycle

Sports and 
activities

Health and wellbeing

Trade with countries around the world

A workplace and a way 
of life for people

Wind and 
tidal energy 

Medicines

Great design ideas
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One of the biggest problems the ocean is facing 
right now is the amount of plastic that is being 
dumped into it. We use plastic a lot! Plastic 
bottles, plastic bags, plastic containers, plastic 
phones, plastic toys, plastic straws, just to name 
a few. Plastic is definitely useful, but discarded 
plastic is harming the ocean and we need to 
change our habits.

Animals like Wisdom, our albatross mascot, are 
becoming sick or even dying because of ocean 
plastic pollution. 

We want to Turn the Tide on Plastic Pollution – 
and that means doing our best to use less plastic 
and when we do use it, making sure it doesn’t 
end up in the ocean by properly disposing of it. 

First, it might be good to know a little bit more 
about plastic – the good, the bad, and the ugly. 
Read to know more….

Turn the Tide on Plastic
what does that mean?

Do you remember 
everything the 
ocean gives us? 

At least one truckload of 
plastic is dumped into the 

ocean every minute!c

A man collects plastic and other recyclable materials from debris in the waters of Manila Bay. Photo: REUTERS



What 
is plastic? 
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Did you know plastic hasn’t always been on planet Earth? 
It is a man-made material, and one that is used for many 
different things. Plastic is made from oil that is extracted 
from the ground and it can be manufactured in any form 
or shape. Some plastics are very hard and some can be 

soft and flexible.

What is good about plastic?
Plastic has changed the way we live. Look 
around and see all the useful things that are 
made of plastic – pens, computers, mobile 
phones, kitchen utensils and children’s toys, 
as well as specialised material to make things 
like very fast racing boats and aeroplanes! It 
is lighter than other previously used materials 
and has allowed many advances in different 
areas like technology, energy production, and 
medicine. Plastic is also used to make very 
big turbines to generate wind energy. 

Plastic helps to save peoples lives. A lot of 
medical equipment is made from plastic, 
including small plastic valves that are used 
for weak hearts and have allowed many 
people to live healthy lives after surgery. 

The Good 
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The Bad

So what is the problem with plastic?

Recycling is part of the solution and a good idea 
if we have to use plastic, but it is not the whole 
answer to the problem. Not all plastics can be 
recycled and it is estimated that only a very small 
amount, around 5%, of plastic gets recycled 
properly worldwide. Many countries have to ship 
their plastic overseas to another country for it 
to get recycled, and that can cause even more 
environmental problems.

Imagine every piece 
of plastic that has 
ever been made is 
still here on planet 

Earth.d

The problem is the amount of plastic that we use, the types of 
plastic we use and what we do with that plastic after it’s been 
used.

Have you ever noticed how much plastic is used to cover food 
in the grocery store? Much of the plastic we use is single-use 
plastic – which is only used for a short time and often cannot 
be or is not recycled. When we use too much plastic it leads 
to a vicious cycle of plastic pollution that is now choking our 
oceans.

Plastic material is extremely long lasting – so much so that 
it actually never breaks down or goes away. As plastic is 

synthetic, it does not biodegrade like natural materials such 
as wood, wool, or cotton. So what happens to it?

Only 5% of plastics are 
recycled properly. 40% end 

up in landfill (big garbage 
dumps in the ground) 
and the rest in fragile 

ecosystems like the ocean!c

Can´t we just recycle?
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What happens to the plastic that 
isn’t recycled?

MARINE BIODEGRADATION 

Plastics are around forever – in landfills, on our beaches, in 
our waterways and ocean. Over a very long period of time, 
sometimes over 100 years, plastic will degrade or break 
down into smaller pieces called ‘microplastics’, but they still 
remain in the environment. 

1-2
months

1-5
years

10-20
years

50
years

450
years

450
years

600
years

If we don’t act now there will be more plastic 
in the ocean than fish.

Plastic is everywhere in the Ocean...it is so 
dense in places it even replaces plankton as 
a primary food source for all sorts of marine 
animals - from the smallest zooplankton right 
up to the biggest whale, this means it is 
getting into the marine food chain and also 
ending up on our dinner plate!

There are more 
microplastic 
particles in the 
ocean than the 
stars in the 
universe!dThe Ugly

Do you 
remember what 
gives us most of 

our oxygen?  
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The most polluted areas of the ocean are where 
currents come together and create a build-up of 
plastic. These areas of swirling ocean currents 
are called gyres. The North Pacific Garbage 
Patch is one of the most famous plastic gyres 
because of its huge size, stretching across the 
North Pacific Ocean! Tonnes of plastic from all 
over the world end up here, eventually breaking 
down into tiny pieces of deadly, colourful plastic 
confetti below the ocean’s surface. These small 
pieces of plastic absorb a lot of dangerous toxins 
from the surrounding water. The plastic confetti 
is carried around the ocean, making animals sick 
when they mistake it for food and eat it. 

Scientists are studying these areas to determine exactly how big 
they are, how much plastic is in them, and how we can clean up 
these ocean garbage patches and prevent more plastics from 
entering them.

There are five 
main gyres:

1. North Pacific
2. South Pacific
3. North Atlantic
4. South Atlantic
5. Indian Ocean

According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration who study 
climate and ocean health, cleaning up less than one percent of the North 
Pacific Garbage patch would take 68 ships working 10 hours a day for a year. 
To make it even more difficult the gyres move and change shape all the time as 
the currents move the plastics around the ocean.f

Eight million metric tonnes of 
rubbish ends up in the ocean 

every year.c 

That is the same as 5 plastic 
bags per foot placed along 

every part of the world’s 
coastline.

Captain Charles Moore found 
evidence of the first trash gyre – 

the North Pacific Garbage Patch – 
when sailing to California in 1997.

9
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How does the plastic 
get there? 

Here are some of the main ways that plastic leaks into the ocean:
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People leaving plastic when 
they go to the beach

2.

When it rains, litter 
ends up in drains and 
rivers, which lead out to 
the ocean

Toiletries and sanitary 
products, and even 
kids toys being flushed 
down the toilet

Micro plastics in 
cosmetics washing 
down the drain into the 
ocean

Tiny shreds of plastic fabric 
come off your clothes every 

time they are washed. 
These end up in the dirty 
water and eventually out 

into the ocean too.

Litter blowing from garbage 
landfills into the ocean

Ships throwing plastic or losing it 
overboard
Boats losing or discarding fishing 
gear and nets – ghost nets
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Some face or body scrubs can have
over 300,000 microbeads in

one tube! g

Micro-plastics are tiny little pieces of plastic 
(under 5mm in size). All plastic litter breaks down 
into these tiny particles. Humans have also crea-
ted another version of micro-plastic and put tiny 
beads straight into products, such as scrubs for 
your body and face and even your toothpaste! 

These plastic beads go into the sink, down the 
drains, and end up in the ocean (where they 

cannot biodegrade). Animals like zooplankton, 
prawns and fish can end up eating them. This is 
really dangerous for the animals as the beads ab-
sorb lots of nasty chemicals and poisons that can 
make them really sick or even kill them. If the fish 
eat these micro-plastics, who do you think might 
then eat the fish? 

Did you know that the little recycling symbol you 
often see on products doesn’t actually mean it will 
be recycled? That little symbol helps you know 
what type of plastic it is. Many recycling bins will 
only take certain types of plastics so you need 

to find out if the recycling company can actually 
accept that type of plastic. If you can’t put it in the 
recycling, it will end up in a landfill and could end 
up in the ocean. The best solution is to try and 
avoid single-use plastic as much as you can.

Machine washing a single 
synthetic garment can release 
over 1,900 plastic microfibers 
into waterways! j

Small

but deadly!

So you think it’s recyclable? 

Up to three of the team’s boats 
in the Volvo Ocean Race are 

being fitted with special micro-
plastic sensors. This means 

we’ll be able to learn a 
lot more about levels of 

plastic pollution in some 
of the remotest parts of 

the ocean.
Zooplankton

Microplastics

Prawn

Fish
Human
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What is the single 
use plastic that 
you use most? 

What marine litter items are 
found on the world’s beaches?

The top ten items found on the 2016 Ocean Conservancy international beach clean were: 

From the beach clean you can see the major 
cause of pollution in the ocean is plastic and 
mostly SINGLE USE PLASTIC –items we only 
use for a very short time and throw away!  

In Topic 3 find out why we need 
to reduce the use of plastic and 
how we can all help!

More than 500million 
disposable straws are used in 
the United States, every day! 

That’s enough straws to fill 
up 127 school buses every 

morning!F

1. Cigarette butts  
(contain plastic) 

2. Plastic bottles 

7. Plastic straws

3. Plastic 
bottle caps

8. Glass 
beverage bottles

4. Food wrappers

9. Other types
of plastic bags

5. Plastic bags

10. Take-away 
containers made 
from foam (a type 

of plastic)

6. Plastic lids
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Ocean plastic 
pollution is 
dangerous 

for animals and 
humans!

As ocean plastic pollution builds up over time it creates 
lots of problems for marine life and humans.

Already the ocean is suffering from plastic pollution, our 
beaches are littered, animals are dying, and toxic plastic 
is reaching us through the food web.

By 2050 there is going to be more plastic in the ocean 
than fish if we carry on using plastic as we do now.

Find out how to reduce your plastic use in Topic 3 and 
stop this terrible fact from becoming a reality. 

Ocean plastic pollution 
harms over 600 

different types of 
animals in the ocean.g

By 2050 an estimated 
99% of seabirds will 
have eaten plastic e

Volvo Ocean Race sailors have seen 
the amount of plastic increase a lot in 
the ocean since the beginning of the 

race over 40 years ago

RECAPWhat is plastic pollution 
doing to the ocean?

NO THANKS

Plastic 
for dinner?

1973

1990

2000

2010

2017

Trash tonnes

15% of the animals affected by
entanglement or eating 

plastics are endangered e



Do you want to help Wisdom and her 
friends in the ocean and Turn the Tide 
on Plastic? 

Help save the ocean! Topic 3 has information 
on how you can help Wisdom and her ocean 
friends. In the next topic you’ll find lots of 
tips to set you on your way to reduce ocean 
plastic pollution! 

Keep up the good work fill in Wisdom’s 
Worksheets. Take the Champions Challenge 
and become a Volvo Ocean Race Champion 
for the Sea and help Turn the Tide on Plastic 
Pollution!

This education programme was created by 
marine biologist and ocean advocate Lucy Hunt

Illustrations and design by wearesmall.es
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To find out lots more and follow the Volvo 
ocean Race check out 

www.volvooceanrace.com/education

Or see www.cleanseas.org for more info 
on the UN Clean Seas Campaign
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   Interesting words

Microscopic: very small, often only able to see under a microscope.

Biodegradable: when something is capable of being decomposed or broken down by bacteria or 
other living organisms. Plastic is not biodegradable.

Cosmetics: substances like creams, powders and lotions people use on their face, hair and body – 
usually to make them look or feel better. 

Carbon dioxide: a gas that is produced when people and animals breathe out or when certain fuels 
are burned. Plants need carbon dioxide to survive.

Climate: the weather conditions in different regions of the world.

Ecosystem: everything that exists in a particular environment including living things, such as plants 
and animals, and things that are not living, like rocks, soil, sunlight, and water.

Endangered: an animal or plant that is very rare and that could die out completely.

Gyre: area in the ocean of circular swirling currents.

Microscopic: something that is very small, and can only be seen under a microscope.

Phytoplankton: tiny microscopic plants that live in the sea.

Single use plastic: plastic that is used only once then disposed of e.g. plastic straw.

Synthetic: made by combining different substances – not natural. 

Trade: buying and selling goods like food. 

ahttp://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2004/06/0607_040607_phytoplankton.html

b www.cleanseas.org 

c https://www.theguardian.com/business/2016/jan/19/more-plastic-than-fish-in-the-sea-by-
2050-warns-ellen-macarthur 

d The New Plastics Economy: Rethinking the future of plastics. Ellen MacCarthur Foundation. 
January 2016

e http://www.cleanseas.org/get-informed

f https://marinedebris.noaa.gov/can-you-clean-pacific-garbage-patch 

g https://www.5gyres.org/microbeads/

h http://ecocycle.org/bestrawfree

i https://www.nature.com/articles/srep14119#f1
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