
Ocean Clean Up

In the broad expanse of the 
northern Pacific Ocean, 
there exists the North Pacific 

Subtropical Gyre, a slowly moving, 
clockwise spiral of currents 
created by a high-pressure system 
of air currents. The area is an 
oceanic desert filled with tiny 
phytoplankton but few big fish or 
mammals. Due to its lack of large 
fish and gentle breezes, fishermen 
and sailors rarely travel through 
the gyre. But the area is filled with 
something besides plankton: trash, 
millions of pounds of it, most of 
it plastic. It’s the largest landfill1 
in the world, and it floats in the 
middle of the ocean. The gyre has 
actually given birth to two large 
masses of ever-accumulating 
trash, known as the Western and 

Eastern Pacific Garbage Patches2, 
sometimes collectively called 
the Great Pacific Garbage Patch.
The Eastern Garbage Patch floats 
between Hawaii and California; 
scientists estimate its size as two 
times bigger than Texas [source: 
LA Times]. The Western Garbage 
Patch forms east of Japan and west 
of Hawaii. Each swirling mass of 
refuse is massive and collects trash 
from all over the world. […] The 
garbage patches present numerous 
hazards3 to marine life, fishing and 
tourism. […]  Plastic constitutes 90 
per cent of all trash floating in the 
world’s oceans [source: LA Times]. 
The United Nations Environment 
Program estimated in 2006 that 
every square mile of ocean hosts 
46,000 pieces of floating plastic 

[source: UN Environment Program]. 
In some areas the amount of plastic 
outweighs4 the amount of plankton 
by a ratio5 of six to one. Of the 
more than 200 billion pounds of 
plastic the world produces each 
year, about 10 per cent ends up in 
the ocean [source: Greenpeace]. 
70 per cent of that eventually 
sinks, damaging life on the ocean 
floor [source: Greenpeace]. The 
rest floats; much of it ends up6 
in gyres and the massive garbage 
patches that form there; with some 
plastic eventually washing up7 
on a distant shore.

(Source: abridged from: HowStuffWorks.
com, Discovery Communications)

1. landfill: discarica.
2. Patches: ammassi.

3. hazards: pericoli.
4. outweighs: supera.

5. ratio: rapporto.
6. ends up: finisce.

7. washing up: che viene portata.

Answer.

In the article there are three 
words in American English 
which mean rifiuti: ‘garbage’, 
‘trash’, ‘refuse’. What is the 
English word with the same 
meaning?
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BEFORE READING

Say what the following 
numbers and sizes refer to.

1 millions of pounds        

2 two large masses        

3 90%        

4 46,000        

5 200 billion        

6 10%        

7 70%        
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Answer the following questions.

1 What is the North Pacific Subtropical Gyre?

2 Why is this area unpopular with fishermen?

3 What is the area full of?

4 How big is this patch?

5 What effect does it have on marine life?

6 What will happen to a small percentage of it?
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CLIL SCIENCE

The good news!  
Cleaning up the Great  
Pacific Garbage Patch
This young, 25-year-old Dutch boy 
called Boyan Slat has recently put 
into practice his own invention, 
a machine devised to clean up 
the floating plastic from the seas 
and oceans.
When he was 16, on a holiday 
in Greece, he was shocked to see 

that there was more plastic in 
the sea than fish. This thought 
stayed with him until he realised 
he had to do something about it. 
He devoted time and energy into 
the invention of a machine which 
could block the floating plastic 
on the surface of the sea and 
then scoop it up for recycling.
Helped by other experts and 
oceanographers, Boyan finally 
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Boyan Slat.

Complete the following 
about Boyan Slat.

1 Age:        

2 Nationality:        

3 Boyan’s first prototype was 
tested in           
in          .

Answer.

1 How many systems will be 
necessary? 

2 What is the estimated cost? 

3 What is the name of the 
project? 

4 When is it due to start  
on a world scale? 

3

4

produced the first prototype 
which was tested off the coast 
of Portugal in 2014.
The system is made up of a 
V-shaped floating barrier, 65 
miles long, which creates an 
artificial, floating coastline. 
Exploiting the Coriolis force, the 
seas natural currents caused by 
the earth’s rotation, the plastic 
gradually floats into the barriers 
and is concentrated at the V 
centre, where it is then collected 
and used for recycling.
To work on the many gyres 
existing in the world Boyan 
estimates that 50 such systems 
will be necessary, at a cost of 5 
million euros. He hopes that the 
biggest gyres, the Great Pacific 
Garbage Patch, could be cleared 

in ten years, with 50 tons of 
plastic collected a year. However, 
the initial stages have proved 
that there is more plastic in the 
oceans than first thought. A boat, 
carrying a shipping container, 
had hoped to fill it with plastic in 
a month but it only took four days!
Boyan’s critics are worried about 
the effect such a barrier will have 
on marine life and their natural 
navigation routes but Boyan and 
his team are confident that 90% 
of marine life, even plankton, 
can slip under the barriers 
without harm. 
If all goes well with these first 
initial prototypes, the official 
Ocean Clean Up, as the project 
is called, is planned to begin all 
over the planet’s seas in 2020.
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Answer the following questions.

1 When and why did Boyan decide to do something about sea 
pollution? 

2 Using your own words say how Boyan’s invention exploits 
the Coriolis force.

3 What happens to the plastic once it is collected?

4 How long do experts estimate it will take to clean up the Great 
Pacific Garbage Patch and how much plastic do they think they 
will collect?

5 What did one clean-up using a shipping container demonstrate?

6 What do Boyan’s critics worry about and how does he reassure 
them?

COMPETENCE  Search on the Web for information about 
Boyan Slat and then find out the following: 

• how many garbage gyres exist in the seas;
• what ‘dead zones’ are and approximately how many  

exist in the world. 
Compare your findings with the rest of the class. 

COMPETENCE  Of course cleaning up the sea’s plastic is only 
half the problem. We need to stop producing plastic and one 
of the biggest plastic offenders is water bottles. It has been 
estimated that in 2016 the world used 500 billion bottles of 
water, only half of these were recycled while the rest ended 
in landfill or the sea. Search on the Web about James Longcroft 
and find out how he is helping to solve the problem of water 
bottles. Then compare your findings with the rest of the class. 
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