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Good afternoon. Thank you, Chairman Huffman, Ranking Member McClintock and members of the 
committee, for the opportunity to testify today on plastic pollution’s effects on our oceans. My name 
is Ted Danson, and I am the vice chair of Oceana’s board of directors. Oceana is the largest 
international advocacy organization dedicated solely to ocean conservation. We work in North, South 
and Central America, Asia and Europe to advocate for science-based policies that will restore the 
ocean’s abundance and biodiversity. 
 
I’ve been working on ocean issues for more than 30 years. My interest in the oceans started when 
one day, I decided to take my daughters — who were 4 and 8 years old at the time — to go swimming 
at the beach in Southern California. We were ready to go and running toward the water, but were 
stopped by a sign that said, “no swimming, ocean polluted.”  
 
My girls couldn’t believe it, and neither could I. The ocean was closed. They asked me, “Why, why 
can’t we go swimming — in this beautiful ocean?” So, in the late 1980s, I co-founded the American 
Oceans Campaign to clean up beaches and the ocean. And for 15 years, we worked to protect the 
oceans from oil drilling and other threats.  
 
To expand the capacity of the American Oceans Campaign, we decided to join with Oceana in 2002. 
Oceana has protected more than 4.5 million square miles of ocean and won over 200 victories to stop 
overfishing, habitat destruction, pollution and the killing of threatened species. I am here today to 
testify about the growing problem of plastic pollution that is threatening our oceans. 
 
Almost from the moment we wake up to the time we go to bed, we are faced with throwaway plastic. 
We face it when we brush our teeth with a toothbrush made of plastic and squeeze toothpaste out of 
a plastic tube, and when we wash our hair with shampoo and conditioner from plastic bottles. The 
rest of our daily routines might include one or several coffees in cups with plastic lids, lunch in plastic 
takeout containers with plastic utensils, and grocery shopping, where single-use plastic is 
unavoidable.  
 
If you tried to avoid the plastic typically encounter in a day, you’d hit countless obstacles. There was 
an article in The New York Times earlier this year about people who managed to maintain generally 
plastic-free lifestyles — their days involved using homemade shampoo, toothpaste and more. This 
effort is extraordinarily admirable, but not many could manage it.1 Millions of consumers should not 
have to restructure their daily routines to avoid plastic when the country’s leading producers of food, 
personal care products and other everyday staples could start using sustainable alternatives to single-
use plastic, stopping the problem at the source.  
 
 



Plastic hasn’t been around for as long as you might imagine, considering the level of plastic pollution 
we’re seeing in the environment. It wasn’t being used for consumer goods like beverage bottles until 
the 1940s. By the 1950s, we had entered the era of “throwaway living” — meaning our current 
culture of relying on single-use, disposable materials to make our lives more efficient and convenient. 
Plastic was convenient for producers too — it was a cheap, durable and lightweight material. This 
trend’s environmental impact was evident within just a few years. Disposable items were suddenly 
cluttering roadsides around the country.  
 
Fast forward to today, and we’re seeing plastic floating on the surface of the sea, washing up on the 
world’s most remote coastlines, melting out of Arctic sea ice and sitting at the deepest point of the 
ocean floor.2  There isn’t a place on earth untouched by plastic pollution. In fact, it’s now cemented in 
our fossil record. For the first time, researchers have documented plastic building up exponentially in 
the sediments off the coast of Santa Barbara, California, that precisely mirrors the massive expansion 
in global plastic production from 1945 to the present decade.3  
 
We are leaving behind a permanent legacy of plastic pollution for future generations. 
 
The list of marine animals affected by plastic pollution is continually growing. Plastic has been 
consumed by an estimated 90% of seabird species and eaten by every species of sea turtle.4 Some 
organisms, such as corals, appear even more attracted to plastic than food.5 What’s worse, studies 
have shown when corals come into direct contact with plastic debris, their likelihood of disease 
increases from 4% to a staggering 89%.6 At least 17% of the species observed to be affected by 
marine debris are listed as threatened or near threatened with extinction by the International Union 
for the Conservation of Nature, indicating that marine plastic debris may be contributing to the 
possibility of these species’ extinction.7 
 
One study estimated that up to 51 trillion microplastic particles were present in the ocean in 2014. 
This number is only expected to increase as plastic continues to pour into our oceans and breaks up 
into smaller pieces.8  
 
In addition to polluting the marine environment, plastic poses a risk to human health. We’re now 
seeing plastic in our water, our food, our soil, our air and our bodies.9 Plastic particles have been 
found in everything from our water and beer to honey, salt and tea.10 The particles also make their 
way into the seafood we eat.11 Scientists are still studying the potential impacts the plastic particles 
themselves are having on our health. 
 
Plastic is also affecting our climate. If plastic was a country, it would be the planet’s fifth-largest 
emitter of greenhouse gases.12 Studies have shown that plastic contributes to climate change by 
using fossil fuels and emitting greenhouse gases throughout its life cycle, from production and 
transportation to waste management. Plastic at the ocean’s surface and on land continually releases 
methane and other greenhouse gases throughout its existence, and these emissions increase as 
plastic breaks apart in sunlight.13 With plastic production rates anticipated to increase, so will plastic's 
effects on our climate.  
 
Perhaps the single most important thing to remember about plastic is that it lasts for centuries.14 
Most of the plastic you’ve used in your lifetime still exists on the planet in some form or another. This 



is what makes single-use plastics so profoundly flawed. Single-use plastics are created from a material 
made to last forever, but are designed to be used once and thrown away. Sometimes single-use 
plastics are only used for a few moments before polluting the earth for years to come.  
 
Half of all the plastic ever made in our planet’s history was produced in the past 15 years.15 Plastic 
production is expected to quadruple between 2014 and 2050, rising 40% in just the next decade.16  
Waste-management options don’t have a chance at keeping up. Take recycling, for instance. Now 
that companies are seeing their names on the bottles floating in the ocean and polluting our beaches, 
plastic producers frequently tout their commitments to improving recycling rates and their 
investments in waste-management systems. They proclaim recycling as the panacea to our plastic 
problem. 
 
But of all the plastic waste ever generated as of 2015, only 9% has been recycled. That means the vast 
majority, 91%, either was sent to a landfill, was incinerated or ended up polluting our natural 
environment — including our oceans. 17 Simply improving recycling rates will not solve this crisis.  
 
In fact, not everything that goes into the recycling bin actually gets recycled. Some is disposed of in 
landfills or lost in the recycling process. Some is turned into lower-value products, known as 
“downcycling.” And some is exported to developing nations with less robust waste management 
systems. This means the plastic we thought was being recycled often ends up in a landfill or in the 
ocean on the other side of the globe.18 The United States is no exception. In 2015, plastic recycling 
rates in the U.S. were only 9%.19 The U.S. and other developed countries have been adding to the 
problem by shipping some of our plastic waste to countries in Asia because it’s cheaper than dealing 
with it at home.20  
 
The truth is, recycling can’t solve the ever-growing plastic crisis. Recycling is like trying to mop up 
water from an overflowing bathtub while the faucet is still running. We need to turn off the faucet 
and reduce the production of single-use plastic. Companies that have created this problem need to 
change the way they do business. They must do more than recycle. We need them to significantly 
reduce the amount of single-use plastic they are putting onto the market and offer consumers plastic-
free choices for their products.  
 
Unfortunately, those companies aren’t doing enough, and that’s why we need your help. It’s up to 
our national, state and local governments to require companies to reduce single-use plastic. Policies 
governing the production and use of single-use plastic are the most effective way to stem the flow of 
it into our oceans, and these policies are becoming more common around the world.21 
 
The European Union, Peru, Chile and Canada have all announced or are implementing policies to 
reduce plastic pollution. The United States should create a national policy that comprehensively 
addresses the plastics crisis threatening our future. U.S. cities, towns, counties and states have 
recognized the urgency of the issue and taken the initiative on their own, passing policies to reduce 
single-use plastics. Effective policies include bans, taxes, deposit return systems and extended 
producer responsibility.  
 
Here are a few examples:  
 



In 2018, the European Union announced a phaseout of single-use plastics by 2021. The Single-Use 
Plastics Directive bans single-use plastic products, including plates, cutlery, polystyrene food and 
beverage containers, and other items that are estimated to represent 85% of single-use plastic found 
on beaches in the EU.22  
 
Earlier this year, Santa Monica, California prohibited food and beverage sellers from offering 
disposable food ware, including plates, cups, bowls, trays and utensils, made predominantly with 
plastic. The city has already banned expanded polystyrene products.23 
 
In 2019, Vermont passed a law that includes a ban on single-use plastic bags, a ban on expanded 
polystyrene food service products, a minimum 10-cent tax on recyclable paper bags, a ban on single-
use plastic stirrers, and a policy making straws available by request-only in food service 
establishments.24 
 
On the federal level, this committee should use its authority to tackle the plastic pollution problem. I 
applaud you for stopping the use of plastic water bottles in committee hearings and votes, the rest of 
Congress should take this same step. There’s no need to wait. In 2011, the National Park Service 
implemented a policy to encourage national parks to stop selling water in plastic bottles. 
Unfortunately, the policy has been reversed. The committee should make our national parks, national 
wildlife refuges, marine sanctuaries and other federal lands and waters into single-use plastic free 
zones, stopping the sale of single-use plastics including plastic beverage bottles throughout the 
Department of Interior system.  
 
Local and state policies move us in the right direction, and ultimately comprehensive U.S. federal 
action is needed — and soon. I urge you, our policy-makers tasked with protecting our country’s 
natural resources, to pass federal legislation that stops plastic pollution at the source, significantly 
reduces the production of this everlasting pollutant, holds corporations responsible for this global 
crisis and enables states and cities to continue to lead the way on solutions. Don’t fall for the false 
promise of recycling and don’t stoop to incineration. We must stop the runaway increase in plastic 
production and reduce the amount of plastic companies are making and foisting on us, because it will 
last for centuries. We have no more time to waste. 
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