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THE GREAT

Boyan Slat speaks to reporters prior to the launch of the System 001

by Pat Betteley

lastics are polluting the oceans, rivers,

and beaches of the world, and studies
show that even the tiniest pieces pose a
large threat.

If you've walked a beach lately, you've
seen plastic littering the coast. Although
most of the plastics in the ocean are too
small for the average person to even
notice, what you don't see can hurt you.
These microplastics (tiny pieces of plastic)
are just the right size to enter the ocean’s
food webs and end up on our dinner
plates. Quantities of microscopic litter
were measured from 35 national parks
across the United States in a 2013 study
done by the US. Park Service, Clemson
University, and the NOAA Marine Debris
Program. Researchers found microplastics

In every sample, no matter how protected
or remote the park. The tiny bits of

plastic are transported through the air

and released when ice caps melt. They
have been found in salt, beer, and bottled
water.

What is the source of these
microplastics? Some are microbeads
(small plastic pieces) that were used in
face wash and toothpaste until 2015.
Others are fragments from larger pieces
of plastic. But most are microfibers (small
strands) from synthetic clothing (fabric
made from a chemical process), fishing
nets, carpets, wet wipes, and cigarette
butts. These fibers are so small that they
can pass through washing machine filters,
travel through the water cycle, and end
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up in oceans where they get tangled in
the guts of the organisms that eat them.
How long will it take for plastic to
completely biodegrade (break down)?
Scientists’ estimates range from 450 years
to never. Meanwhile, nearly 700 species
of marine animals are known to have
been affected by ocean plastics. Some
may develop tumors or liver damage
because the plastics are sponges for
soaking up pollutants such as mercury,
flame retardants, and pesticides. These
toxins make their way up the food
chain. Says Chelsea Rochman, a marine
ecologist at the University of Toronto,
“We have a systemic problem. We're
mismanaging our waste, and that's
coming back to haunt us on our own
dinner plates and in our drinking water.”

What to do about the confetti soup of
plastics in our oceans? Enter 16-year-old
Boyan Slat from the Netherlands. While

scuba diving in Greece, he noticed more
plastic than fish. After digging deeper
into the world's plastic pollution problem,
Boyan was surprised to find that no

one has made any serious attempts to
tackle the issue. "Why don't we just clean
it up?” he thought. The teen designed

his high school science project around
the problem. His research identifies five
major zones in the world's oceans where
the ocean's currents converge (come
together). These are often called ‘garbage
patches.” The sun's UV rays in these
zones slowly breaks down plastics into
microplastics.

The "Boyan Wonder” quickly realized
that cleaning the oceans using ships and
nets would take thousands of years, cost
billions of dollars, and harm sea life. What
else will work? The creative teen has an
idea. Instead of going after the plastic,
he will create a “passive concentration
system.” In this system, the ocean
currents bring the plastic to him.

Boyan's research identified five major zones in the world called ‘garbage patches.”




' SYSTEM 001

AMD TAKE IT OUT

g COMEONENTS AT e -
THE FLOATER HE,

............

28

After graduating
from high school in
2012, Boyan presented =—
his idea at a TEDx
conference, but his
plan was not noticed
by the science
community. Six
months after beginning
studies to become an aerospace engineer, Boyan
couldn't stop thinking about the problem of plastics
in the ocean. He quit school and used 300 euros of
savings (about $350.00 US. currency) to start The
Ocean Cleanup. Then, in March 2013, his fortunes
changed. Boyan's TEDx video was picked up by
several news sites and went viral. Hundreds of
thousands of people liked his idea.
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System 001 is transported
to a collection zone.

Five and a half years later, Boyan's staff of 70-plus
engineers, researchers, and scientists, have designed
System 001. This massive, floating, 2000-foot long
barrier acts as an artificial coastline. This unmanned
systern moves with the currents and traps plastics
in a 10-foot-deep skirt. From the collection zone,
plastics are loaded onto a boat and taken for
recycling. Boyan imagines that eventually, up to
60 devices that will ride the waves, collecting
thousands of tons of debris a year. On September
8, 2018, the System 001 was launched from San
Francisco Bay. However, 23-year-old Boyan was not
aboard. Although the Great Pacific Garbage Patch
Kid thinks a lot about the ocean, he gets violently
seasick. Instead, he continues to work from land
toward the goal of cleaning up half the Great Ocean
Garbage Patch by 2025.

His story reminds us that creative ideas come
from people of all ages and that kids really can
change the world.




System 001 was launched from San Francisco Bay Harbor on September 8, 2018.




