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Find out what’s swirling in the grossest part of the ocean

Great Pacific Garbage 
Patch

You walk to the trash can at the library’s entrance to toss out a pa-
per scrap. As you peer into the can, you see all kinds of garbage: more 
paper, banana peels, and even a few plastic straws. You stop at the li-
brarian’s desk to ask where all the trash goes. The librarian tells you 
about landfills and a mysterious place called the Great Pacific Gar-
bage Patch. You hightail it to the geography section to learn more! 

That’s Garbage!

The Great Pacific Garbage Patch 
is the world’s biggest area of ma-
rine debris, or garbage, in the 
ocean. It’s located in the Pacific 
Ocean between the west coast of 
North America and the east coast of Japan. 

The patch covers more than 600,000 square miles of the ocean sur-
face. That’s twice as big as Texas! The giant patch has two smaller sec-
tions: The Eastern Garbage Patch swirls trash in the waters between 
California and Hawaii. The Western Garbage Patch is near the coast 
of Japan. 

FU N FACT

A plastic bottle takes 
roughly 450 years to 
break down in a landfill.
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How Trash Travels

Some of the trash in the Great Pacific Garbage Patch comes from 
places near the shore. But lots of it comes from fishing boats. Some 
scientists estimate that fishing nets make up nearly half of the 
patch’s weight. Ocean currents carry the garbage to the patch. The 
currents move water in predictable patterns. As the water moves, so 
does the trash. Once the debris gets to the patch, it doesn’t leave. It 
swirls around and around. Over time, most of it sinks to the ocean 
floor. Roughly 70 percent of the patch is underwater. 

The Problem With Plastics

Tiny plastics make up most of 
the plastic garbage in the patch. 
While other garbage—like food 
scraps and paper products—
breaks down, plastic stays intact 
and makes a big problem for sea 

life. Some of these plastics are too tiny to see. They are called micro-
plastics and give the water a murky appearance.

DID YOU KNOW?

Instead of plastic 
rings, some beverage 
companies use edible 
rings made of grains.

Plastic waste including plastics bags floating in the open ocean
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Other plastics are bigger and visible to wildlife. Sea turtles try to 
eat plastic bags and straws. Dolphins get their noses stuck in plastic 
rings. Unfortunately, many marine animals die when they eat or be-
come entangled in plastic waste.

There’s no easy way to clean up the garbage patch. One way to help 
is to limit the plastic you use. Swap your plastic straw for a reusable 
one. Ask your family to bring reusable bags to the grocery store. 
These might seem like small actions, but together they can make a 
big difference!

Clear blue aquamarine ocean with turtle and plastic bottle pollution


