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FA C T  S H E E T

CHOKED:  
THE DEADLY IMPACTS OF PLASTIC POLLUTION 
ON MARINE LIFE 
In recent years, scientists have documented vast amounts of plastic throughout the world’s 
oceans, an influx of harmful pollution that threatens the health of marine ecosystems. Plastic 
pollution persists for many years in the marine environment because it never completely 
biodegrades but rather breaks up into small particles.1 These particles are consumed by 
seabirds, mammals, and even fish, with often fatal results and the potential to significantly 
impact ocean health. 2,3
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A seal with a discarded plastic flying disc stuck tightly round its neck resting on a beach in Norfolk, England.
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To date, scientists have documented the harmful impacts 
of marine plastic pollution on 800 different marine species, 
including all known species of sea turtles, half of all species 
of marine mammals, and one-fifth of all species of seabirds.4 

These impacts include life threatening incidents such as 
entanglement or ingestion of plastic particles.

Plastics often resemble food for marine life. They can be 
confused for small fish, krill, and plankton, and plastic bags 
in particular can be mistaken for jellyfish, especially by sea 
turtles.5 Because plastic cannot be digested and does not 
pass readily through the digestive tract, eating it causes a 
wide range of complications for marine species, including 
starvation, malnutrition, intestinal blockage, and intake 
of toxins, all of which can lead to death.6 Additionally, 
scientists are concerned about the larger, long-term impacts 
of toxic pollutants absorbed, transported, and consumed by 
fish and other marine life, including the potential to affect 
human health.

IMPACTS TO WILDLIFE: THE SOBERING FACTS ABOUT 
PLASTIC POLLUTION
Below are some of the instances and facts surrounding 
plastic pollution and its negative impact on wildlife and 
marine species. 

n	 �Seabirds collect plastics on foraging trips during the 
nesting season and then feed them to their young. In 
the North Atlantic, more than 80 percent of Cory’s 
shearwater fledglings contain plastics in their stomachs.7 
In the North Pacific, 90 percent of Laysan albatross 
chicks (and 83 percent of adult Laysans) have some sort 
of plastic debris in their gastrointestinal tracts.8 

n	 �More than 92 percent of Northern fulmars have ingested 
plastic.9

n	 �It is predicted that plastic ingestion will continue to 
increase in seabirds and that it will reach 99 percent of 
all species by 2050.10

n	 �Corals that come into contact with plastics have a greater 
risk of contracting diseases than those that do not.11 

n	 �It is estimated that 52 percent of all sea turtles in the 
world have ingested some form of plastic or marine 
debris.12 

n	 �As of 2016, 46 different marine mammal species have 
been documented ingesting plastic.13 

n	 �In 2018, a dead sperm whale washed up on the coast of 
Spain; necropsy results revealed that the whale’s stomach 
contained 64 pounds of plastic trash.14 

n	 �Abandoned fishing gear (also called “ghost gear”) finds 
its way into the ocean in numerous ways. Ghost nets 
are a problem not only because they pollute marine 
environments, but because this gear can trap and ensnare 
sea life for years after it has been discarded. This can 
lead to a slow and painful death for many marine animals.

n	 �Studies demonstrate that planktonic organisms, the 
foundation of marine food webs, are ingesting plastic 
particles and fibers.15 Preliminary research shows that 
this ingestion disrupts functions of the endocrine system, 
impacts metabolism, increases mortality in zooplankton, 
and impedes the growth and efficiency of photosynthesis 
in microalgae.16 

n	 �Approximately 35 percent of fish that eat plankton in the 
Great Pacific Garbage Patch contain fragments and micro-
fragments of plastics in their guts.17

n	 �Plastic particles accumulate toxic chemicals, including 
DDT and PCBs, and concentrate these chemicals to a 
level as much as one million times the levels found in 
surrounding seawater.18 When animals then consume 
these toxic plastics, it can be fatal. 
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The decomposing body of an albatross chick, its stomach filled with plastic,  
found at the Midway Atoll National Wildlife Refuge.
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