
 

Spanning from just off the coast of California to the coast of Japan, is the massive North 

Pacific Gyre. The North Pacific Gyre, like the other four Gyres, North Atlantic, South Atlantic, 

South Pacific, and the Indian Ocean Gyre, are bodies of intense currents within oceans. The 

currents of the Pacific Gyre are caused when warm waters from the South Pacific Ocean and 

cold water from the Arctic Ocean meet. This drastic difference in heat causes the currents to 

become incredibly strong. 

Similar to hurricanes, in the center of the Pacific Gyre, the water is very calm. Because of 

the stillness of the water in the center of the Pacific Gyre, all the waste and plastic that has been 

deposited into the North Pacific Ocean is drawn into the center and remains there. The collection 

of garbage in the center of the Pacific Gyre has caused the water to become filled with waste and 

has earned this section of ocean the name “Trash Island” or “The Great Pacific Garbage Patch.” 

 

“The Great Pacific Garbage Patch” is comprised of the Eastern Garbage Patch near the 

coast of California and the Western Garbage Patch near the coast of Japan. They are connected 



by the Subtropical Convergence Zone in the center of the North Pacific where the warm and hot 

waters collide to create ocean currents. 

The name “Trash Island” implies that the trash rises up above the water level, however 

this is not the case. The garbage is mostly present underwater; in fact, over seventy-five percent 

of the trash sinks to the bottom. The garbage is commonly found in the form of microplastics. 

Microplastics are tiny grains of plastic, sometimes invisible to the naked eye, that form through a 

process called photodegradation. Photodegradation takes place when the sunlight hits plastic 

which eventually breaks it into small grains or microplastics. 

When the plastic breaks down due to photodegradation, it releases chemicals into the 

water such as bisphenol A(BPA). BPA is toxic to the local ecosystems and has caused many of 

the local wildlife to die out. Plastic isn’t the only thing that is harming the local ecosystems 

however; fishing nets that have been lost end up in the Gyre as well and catch any unsuspecting 

animal that swims by. This is called “Ghost Fishing.” Plastic bags that end up in the Gyre are 

eaten by turtles who believe them to be jellyfish. 

             

“The Great Pacific Garbage Patch” was discovered by Charles Moore in 1997 after he 

had finished a boat race. Soon after, Charles Moore founded the Algalita Marine Research 

Foundation. the Algalita Marine Research Foundation, in 2014, used drones to view the center of 



the Pacific Gyre from the air and found that it contained one-hundred times the amount of plastic 

as had been predicted. 

Not much effort has been put into cleaning up the “Great Pacific Garbage Patch” as it is 

far from the territory of all surrounding countries. As a result of this, no countries have taken 

responsibility for cleaning the “The South Pacific Garbage Patch” because no countries have 

taken the initiative to clean it. While many international companies and foundations have begun 

attempts to clean it, it is widely agreed that it would be impossible to clean it completely, as the 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has concluded that it would take 67 

ships over one year to clean only one percent of the Pacific Gyre. Because cleaning it isn’t an 

option, many people are attempting to stop the production of plastic and decrease the amount of 

it that ends up in the ocean.  

 

Decreasing the production of plastic would make a large impact on the state of the patch 

as over half the waste that ends up in the Gyre is from land production in North America and 

Asia, not from ships.  

“The Great Pacific Garbage Patch” is a massive problem for all the surrounding 

ecosystems and wildlife. Because it is mainly composed of microplastics, it is incredibly difficult 



to clean. Even if we could, it would take an incredibly long time. However, if we can greatly 

decrease the rate at which plastic enters the Pacific Gyre, we could, although it would take 

several years, clean the “Great Pacific Garbage Patch.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 


