We all know that oil fuels the world, lets us drive to the market and fly to our holidays, and runs the tractors that grow our food. But stand on an Irish seashore and you’ll see oil’s less appreciated use.  

The easterly winds and currents bring us flotsam from all over the Atlantic, and the world. For millions of years it was just driftwood and seaweed, easy compost for the elements. Since the 1950s, however, more and more of the debris has been toxic substances never before seen on Earth – plastics. 
Plastic – all of it made from heated and treated oil – is so ubiquitous we don’t notice it anymore: business suits, computer keyboards, the lid of your coffee-to-go. All of it, however, is like nothing else on Earth. Living things can’t process it back into soil, as part of the natural cycle of life. Whether in the soil or the ocean, it piles up, decades of it, until it accounts for six times more ocean debris than anything else. 

Plastic in the oceans presents a real danger to ocean life. A study of dead birds washed ashore along the North Sea showed that 95 percent had stomachs full of plastic. Plastic fishing nets, long broken from the ships of long-dead sailors, continue to drift through the ocean, trapping anything in their path. A windless patch of Pacific between Hawaii and California has become a subcontinent of floating garbage several times the size of Ireland. 
We don’t know when they will finally dissipate, as no plastic has ever died a natural death yet. It may be 100 years, it may be 100,000 years. We do know, however, that the amount of plastic we use – and throw away – increases more every year, and almost all of it is unnecessary. We had civilization and convenient packaging before plastics, and we can have these things without them. 

So next time you buy a wine bottle, remember that the cork corks compost in a year to make soil for new cork trees, while the plastic corks will clog the oceans for generations. Consider buying the apples without the thousand-year memorial plastic box around them, loose beer cans without the six-pack rings, one of the few facial scrubs that are not mainly plastic shrapnel. 
FADA is a local voluntary organization of people trying to find local solutions to global problems. For more information visit www.kildare.ie/FADA, or call Padraic Dunne at 087-741-6473 or Brian Kaller at 087-638-8906. 
Source: “Polymers are Forever,” Orion Magazine. May 2007, http://www.orionmagazine.org/index.php/articles/article/270/
