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Four years ago, three University of Victoria engineering graduates, brothers Ryan and 
Bryson Robertson, along with good friend Hugh Patterson, bought a 40-foot Tradewinds 
sloop, Khulula (‘to run free’ in Zulu), and left from La Paz, Mexico. Their aim? To fulfill 
their dream of sailing around the world. But it was a circumnavigation with a mission. 

TRASH TALK 
HOW PLASTIC 
IS STRANGLING 
OUR OCEANS

B y  M a r i a n n e  S c o t t 

Need flip flops anyone? 
Location: the Cocos and 

Keeling Islands.



IN THE LAST CENTURY, 
many people have circled the 
globe in the name of adven-
ture, to set records or to live 
a leisurely, off-the-grid life-

style. But these three sailors from Victoria 
added research and education to their desire 
for an ocean journey. Along with sailing, surf-
ing and meeting new people from different 
cultures, they wanted to document the state 
of the oceans and analyze how humans impact 
the hydrosphere. What they found on every 
single beach they visited, from Mexico to 
Indonesia, the San Blas Islands, Vanuatu and 
Vancouver Island, were quantities of rubbish, 
most of it plastic, the stuff they’ve dubbed “the 
scourge of the universe.” As Ryan said, “the 
winds pushing our sailboat are the same forces 
that drive the migration of plastics.”

The sailing team called their three-year, 
40,000-mile voyage the OceanGybe Global 
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After another family move to Vancouver, 
they discovered the waves of Vancouver 
Island’s Long Beach. 

Hugh Patterson spent many summers on 
his family’s sailboat, cruising extensively in 
B.C. waters. All three studied mechanical 
engineering at UVic, where the Robertsons 
taught Patterson the elation of big-wave surf-
ing, while Patterson introduced Ryan and 
Bryson to the joys of sailing. 

“We were in the co-op program,” said Pat-
terson. “So we were debt-free when we gradu-
ated. To finance our trip, we took full-time 
jobs and saved our pennies. We lived like stu-
dents, pooled our finances, and split the cost 
of the boat and expenses.”

 THE INSPIRATION  It was while surf-
ing on the Pacific coast that they began find-
ing piles of debris on the beaches. “Sitting by 
the campfire,” said Patterson, “we realized we 
could document garbage in the remote places 
we would visit and add an environmental 
aspect to our circumnavigation.” 

They began developing techniques for data 
collection—a repeatable process for assessing 
trash patterns. “We wanted apple-to-apple 
comparisons,” said Ryan. “Our method was 
anecdotal rather than strictly scientific,” 
added Patterson. “Nevertheless, we were see-
ing the whole world, visiting many isolated 
areas no one had researched. We’ve added 
information about the oceans and have 
become another voice for sanity.”

To get ready, they frequently sailed Patter-
son’s father’s boat and Ryan competed in the 
Vic-Maui International Yacht Race to gain 
offshore sailing experience. It was during that 
voyage that Ryan saw firsthand the extent of 
the ocean’s floating garbage. 

“As we approached Maui,” he said, “it was 
never more than 10 minutes between pop 
bottles, fishing nets and floats, milk crates 
and other human trash.” 

 THE GREAT GARBAGE PATCH  The 
trio learned about the “Great Pacific Garbage 
Patch,” one of five ocean gyres where currents 
congregate and sweep together debris from 
around the world. Our regional gyre is located 
at approximately 28–40° N with seasonal vari-
ations. Because it’s an area with little wind for 
sailors and away from shipping routes, the 
trash remains largely unseen. 

The gyre was first described by Charles 
Moore, who’d sailed through this ocean 
patch on his catamaran in 1997. He  
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Location:  
VANCOUVER ISLAND’S HESQUIAT  

PENINSULA NORTH OF TOFINO
1 backpack 

1 large rubber bumper 

1 propane tank 

1 15-gallon plastic water container 

2 plastic crate pieces 

3 shoe soles 

9 pieces of Styrofoam 

10 foam and plastic fishing floats

18 plastic bottles 
 

29 metres of fishing rope

Location:  
ASANVARI VILLAGE, MAEWO,  
VANUATU
1 beer can (local) 

2 pieces of rope 

3 plastic pop bottles 
 

14 pieces of Styrofoam 
 

15 sandals 

20 pop-bottle lids 

20 rusty cans (local) 
 

24 pieces of rubbery/closed cell foam 
 

25 plastic wrappers

 

Roughly 100 small pieces of plastic

About 200 random plastic items (lighters,  
cassette holders, bleach containers)
 

This was not a tally of debris we viewed in the 
garbage dumps of Slumdog Millionaire. At 
each study site, the trio collected trash on just 
100 metres of randomly selected stretches of 
beach—the first in our supposedly pristine 
British Columbia wild regions, the other on an 
isolated, sparsely populated island. 

A SAMPLING OF THEIR FINDINGS

Collected trash on 100 metres of beach Collected trash on 100 metres of beach

Research and Outreach Expedition. 
“A gybe,” said Ryan, “is a movement that 

brings about change—both in direction and 
energy. Our expedition focused on redirecting 
the energy of humankind toward a sustainable 
future for our oceans.” 

As all boaters know, a gybe shifts our sails 
from one side of our boat to the other so 
as to sail on the opposite tack. That’s what 
these three engineers wish to accomplish: 
for humans to change tack and banish the 
“synthetic polymers” from the oceans that 
sustain life.

 THE THREE VOYAGERS, now in their 
30s, spent much time on the water while 
growing up. The Robertson brothers were 
born in Rhodesia, and after that nation 
became Zimbabwe, the family moved to 
Gonubie, South Africa, where Ryan and 
Bryson developed a passion for surfing. 
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characterized it as “a vast plastic soup … 
containing everything from large abandoned 
fishing nets to plastic bottles, bottle caps, 
toothbrushes, containers, boxes, to minis-
cule particles of plastic that have either been 
reduced from larger pieces by wave action or 
by sunlight photodegradation.”

The word “patch” might imply the gyre is 
modest in size. But this floating garbage is 
described as the size of Texas, or, as the U.S. 
National Science Foundation estimates, twice 
that size. But no one knows for sure. What is 
certain is that a lot of stuff is suspended in 
the ocean and that it doesn’t belong there. 
Furthermore, “patch” implies that this refuse 
is highly visible. But NOAA’s and other studies 
reveal that it’s incorrect to assume the patch is 
made up of “easily visible marine debris items 
such as bottles and other litter—akin to a 
blanket of trash that should be visible with sat-
ellite or aerial photographs.” Although some 
broken down fishing gear can be seen, “much 
of the debris mentioned in the media these 
days refers to small bits of floatable plastic.” 

I asked Bryson why we can’t just go and 
fish all this stuff out of the ocean. “It’s a soup,” 
he said. “Even if you could get enough coun-
tries to send ships into these huge areas and 
scoop up junk with nets, you’d also take in vast 
quantities of plankton. Plankton eats CO2 and 
feeds marine life. And it’d cost more in fossil 
fuels than it’s worth. It’s both a technical and 
economic problem.”

No one knows exactly where all this detri-
tus comes from. The Oceangybe research-
ers tried to establish where the trash they 
collected had its origin. Some of what they 
found was fairly regional—their Indian Ocean 
Cocos Island study showed that much debris 
came from Indonesia about 1,000 kilometres 
away. They also learned that most garbage at 
Gaucalillo Beach, Costa Rica, is dumped into 
a nearby river. The stuff on Vancouver Island 
may float here from Asia, or is released from 
lost containers. We’ve all read about wrecked 
containers filled with Nike runners and rub-
ber toys.

 BUT THAT DOESN’T LET US OFF 
THE HOOK  It’s estimated that 80 per 
cent of ocean debris is land-generated. Our 
“single-use plastic,” materials, designed not 
for longevity but for instant disposal, are the 
major culprit. Even though many of us recycle 
plastics, the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency estimates that 93 per cent of plastics 
end up in landfills—or in the oceans.

This plastic debris ends up inside fish, 
birds and marine mammals. Horror stories 
abound. A grey whale that washed up in Seat-
tle had plastic bags, a golf ball, sweatpants and 
numerous other items in its stomach. Audubon 
Magazine published photos of a dead albatross 
carrying about 350 grams of mostly plastic 
indigestibles in its gut. Pictures of turtles, 
birds and other wildlife entangled in plastic 
bags and discarded fishing nets are common. 

Despite these images, because most ani-
mals die far away from shore, scientists  

THE ROUTE

 Right Khulula with its spinnaker up 
near Tonga.  

 Right below The contents in the stomach 
of a grey whale that washed up in Seattle.

 Below Hugh, Ryan and Bryson (left to 
right) hold up the results of their research on 
the Cocos and Keeling islands.
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cannot say with certainty that marine animals 
expire from ingested trash and entanglement. 
That said, common sense tells us that bottle 
caps, disposable lighters and plastic chips 
don’t help these animals’ digestive systems. 

Closer to home, a new Raincoast Conserva-
tion Foundation report outlines the troubles 
we face in B.C. waters. The Foundation team 
spent three years tracking the effects of ocean 
debris on marine mammals. To assess these 
effects, they tallied an estimate of the scope 
of garbage in our waters. They surveyed float-
ing debris, mapped where marine mammals 
were likely to run into the flotsam, and then 
identified higher risk areas. The result? “It’s 
estimated that the inshore waters of coastal 
British Columbia are filled with approximately 
36,000 pieces of garbage with the most com-
mon form being Styrofoam, followed by plas-
tic bottles and plastic bags,” Raincoast said in 
its report.

 SO, IS THERE ANYTHING WE CAN 
DO?  “People are becoming more aware,” 
said Ryan. “We saw a growing appreciation 
of the ocean debris problem between our 
departure in 2007 and our return in 2010. 
We spent much time pondering what actions 
we could take. And we’ve concluded that 
the problem must be solved at the source, 
through education.”

The three sailors learned much during 
their three-year sojourn. Bryson cited our 
disconnection from the natural world as a 
major concern. 

“We don’t see our garbage,” he said. “It 
gets picked up by a truck and then we go 
out and buy more. I’m now a much more 
discerning shopper.” 

Patterson discovered that buying fancy cars 
is of no interest and that he’s now a careful 
budgeter, needing less stuff.

“There were times on those remote 
shores,” said Ryan, “that the beach gar-
bage made us embarrassed to be part of the 
human race.” Now he’s walking the talk. 
Father of a new son, Dorian, he and his wife, 
Thea, have bought their baby furniture and 
toys on Craigslist. He brings reusable con-
tainers to restaurants to avoid “doggy-bag” 
Styrofoam containers. 

Patterson and Ryan have returned to 
work, while Bryson is pursuing a doctorate 
at the University of Guelph on how seashore 
slopes affect breaking waves and how their 
energy dissipates. 

The sailing adventure is over, the boat for 
sale. But their passion for the ocean hasn’t 
waned. In their spare time, all three sailors 
have embarked on a wide-ranging educa-
tional program addressing school children, 
community groups and conferences. They 
will soon complete their documentary called 
Our Plastic Oceans.

The trio is convinced that the next genera-
tion is key to changing social habits. Their 
“trash talk” tells tales of waste to schoolchil-
dren. “We want to make single-use plastics as 
unacceptable as smoking,” said Ryan. As a first 
goal, they’re focusing their efforts especially 
on the elimination of plastic water bottles. 
“They’re insane and wasteful,” said Patterson.

Slowly, it may work. “I’ve received emails 
from parents telling me that Jon or Jen 
pointed out excess packaging and that the 

 Above The trash found 
on the beaches of Bali.
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family shouldn’t buy it,“ said Ryan. And a 
participant at a recent lecture told Patterson 
afterwards, “I’m no greenie but what you say 
about water bottles makes sense.”

 A THREE-PRONGED APPROACH  
Bryson sees a long-term, three-pronged solu-
tion to the ocean debris problem. “We must 
first build social consciousness,” he said. “Each 
of us can do something. Unlike atmospheric 
emissions, plastic is tangible. We can see it, 
feel it. Use less. Second, we must develop 
policies to ban plastics or charge for them so 
they’re valuable rather than disposable. And 
finally, we must develop new technologies 
that reuse plastics and keep them out of the 
waste stream. This is something we can fix.” 

Numerous resources can inform us about 
ocean debris. To learn more about what you 
can do, google “oceans and plastic,” or consult 
the following:

ON THE WEB
The Oceangybe reports: www.oceangybe.com

Use this site to invite the team to lecture.
UN reports: www.unep.org 
NOAA’s information: www.marinedebris.noaa.gov
Charles Moore and his www.algalita.org

See also www.5gyres.org
To help clean up your beach: www.shoreline

cleanup.ca or www.surfriderfoundation.org
The Raincoast Conservation Foundation:

www.raincoast.org
The 4 Rs of sustainable living—Refuse,

Reduce, Reuse, Recycle: www.plasticpollu
tioncoalition.org

ON THE BOOKSHELF
Flotsametrics and the Floating 
World: How One Man’s Obses-
sion with Runaway Sneakers 
and Rubber Ducks Revolution-
ized Ocean Science. By Curtis 
Ebbesmeyer and Eric Scigliano. 
Smithsonian Books/HarperCol-
lins, 2009.

Moby-Duck: The True Story of 
28,800 Bath Toys Lost at Sea and 
of the Beachcombers, Ocean-
ographers, Environmentalists, 
and Fools, Including the Author, 
Who Went in Search of Them. By 
Donovan Hohn, Viking, 2011. 

TIME TO LEARN MORE 

Saturday, June 11, 2011

Entry by mail or email:
If received before   June 1st $50
If received after June 1st $60
This race is included in the VARC  
Spring series.

Information, Registration  
and Racing Instructions:
Go to www.biyc.bc.ca for sailing 
instructions.

North Sails
Bowen Island Brewery

Social events
Friday registration at race
HQ from 4:00pm to 9:00pm
Saturday 
Skippers Meeting: 0830 hrs
Race Start: 1000 hrs
Prize giving and Music on the Lawn
Moorage: Limited free rafting moorage 
courtesy of Martin Marine on Friday &  
Saturday nights

NORTH SAILS




