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Career Path – Not a straight line
• Restaurant Owner • UNCW Chemistry Office Admin



Education thru Research, Outreach thru Art, and Solutions thru Collaboration



The moment when I knew . . . 



Some 
findings from 
fieldwork as 
a master 
student



Like a plastic soup

 Plastic doesn’t break down 
 breaks up  



COLLECTED SAMPLES USING A MANTA TRAWL

• 1 meter X .5 meter

• 330 micron net

• 2-3 knots

• Varied time from

15 minutes to 1 hr



UNDERWATER LOOK AT THE TRAWL



Plastic has become a big small problem



2. PLAGUE ANIMAL NURSERIES



3. INVASIVE SPECIES TRANSPORTER



N. PACIFIC SUBTROPICAL GYRE

• Transport invasive species causing bio-mixing



4. ENTANGLE AND/TRAP MARINE LIFE



ENTANGLEMENT



5. NAVIGATIONAL HAZARD FOR MARINE LIFE AND PEOPLE



ALMOST IMPOSSIBLE TO REMOVE WITHOUT AN A-FRAME



GHOST NETS FROM BELOW



6. ADSORB AND LEACH CHEMICALS



PLASTIC

PLANKTON

35% of the 670 fish collected from N. Pacific Ocean contained plastics in 
stomach content.       Boerger et. al. 2010

7. Consumption of plastic



7. BIOMIMICRY CREATES PREY CONFUSION



Bite marks in Bermuda
3b



Bottles  parts found in Hawaii

3c



8. BENTHOS INTERFERENCE



Defended in 
2011 and 
began Plastic 
Ocean Project 
2012
Created a POP research facility 
formally at UNCW MARBIONC Lab



Education through Research
Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy
(uFTIR) and Lab Director Kayla West





Why did I go 
to the 
trouble of 
explaining all 
of this?



Plastic Pollution Creates Career Opportunities:
• Research
• Education
• Government Positions and Policy
• Non-profit
• Artistic Expression
• Material Science and A New Economic 
Paradigm 



The effects on 
marine life and 
the effects on us

• The American Academy of 
Pediatrics is calling for stronger 
federal food and plastic safety 
requirements, linking several plastics to:

Obesity
Diabetes
Behavior Disorders
Cancers
Reproductive Issues

• An estimated 1 million sea birds 
and 300 million marine animals 
die each year from plastic 
interaction

• Marine plastics adsorb 
manmade toxic chemicals  and 
work their way up the food web

• Filter feeders like oysters ingest 
plastic particles, when we eat 
them we eat the whole animal

Research



Contents of whale gut 
after necropsy –UNCW 
“North Carolina is one 
of the highest stranding 
sites on the East Coast.” 
Bill McLellan



POLICY
Working with Duke Environmental Law and Policy Clinic on 
bag ordinance



POLICY



Local Policy - Determined the success of 
Smoke-free Wrightsville Beach





Outreach 
through Artist 
Expression



AWARD WINNING ARTWORK



Documentary Film, “If the ocean could talk” 
Award winning “356” and A Plastic Ocean



Composer Meira Warshauser utilizing our 
art for her composition, “Ocean Calling” 



Solutions 
through 
Collaboration 



Solutions through Collabor-ocean

https://www.oceanfriendlyest.com/


POP’s Lines4Life with Bonehenge NC 
and volunteers across the state



Trees4Trash – with NHC Landfill

For every 25 lbs. of trash 
we plant a tree.

We planted over 6,000 trees since 2019 and counting!



We now have cameras at Fran’s Forest
coyote, deer, rabbits, and racoon



+NATURE
ECONOMIC
MODEL

THREE CRITICAL ELEMENTS FOR ACTION:

1. Valuing Keystone Species and Ecosystems

2. Rapidly Building Out Circular Economies

3. Designing a + Nature Market

A keystone species is one on which other 
species in an ecosystem largely depend, 
such that if it were removed the ecosystem 
would be radically altered.



Concerned about the deforestation 
here? So are we.



• It’s a great time to be alive

• No time in history has individual 
actions have the greatest impact

• Challenging times require more 
creative thinking

• We need all skillsets: scientists, 
engineers, artists, activists, writers, 
storytellers, and legislators to solve 
these problems -creating jobs 
through saving the planet



Thank you St. James!

Looking for volunteer 
opportunities?

Want to mentor?

Join us at our For the 
Ocean Gala

Want to financially 
support?

Join us!
To learn more:
www.plasticoceanproject.org and 
www.plusnature.org

http://www.plasticoceanproject.org/
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