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community action guide

MICROBEADS 2016

More than 2.9 trillion plastic microbeads enter 
our waters every year. We can change that!

TAKE THE PLEDGE · #BEADFREE
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Dear Friends,

Thank you for taking this first, tremendously important step in making our 
communities more livable and healthy.  We’re ready to work with you! 

Over the last few years, we’ve seen an incredible evolution take place within 
the plastic pollution movement. Plastic pollution is now on the public radar, the 
topic of major global conferences, and on the agenda for powerful politicians. 
Discussions of a circular economy - creating products from materials designed 
with cradle to cradle principles in mind - are heard frequently. 

And what made this happen is quite simply YOU. Every single person who 
steps up to engage, get involved, and inspire those around them, is making this 
change happen. This is leadership in action. 

We have an enormous challenge before us as a movement - to instill the values 
and systems we need to ensure a decent quality of life for all. And to combat 
some of the efforts underway to undermine Producer Responsibility and source 
reduction. We believe that this begins with strengthening our relationships - this 
is why we created this toolkit, for you, and for our future. Thank you again for 
stepping up to the plate!

Anna Cummins
Executive Director
The 5 Gyres Institute

WELCOME!
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ABOUT THIS GUIDE

Thank you for stepping up to be a leader in your community.

The staff and volunteers of The 5 Gyres Institute want to welcome you to be a 
part of our community of change-leaders.

Each year, 5 Gyres will pursue an Action Campaign to change the way the 
world thinks about single use plastics and the design of products. 

Our goal is to create tools that help you inspire your community whether it is 
a school, dorm, neighborhood or virtual community. This guide is the starting 
point - we will step you through our tools, help you find resources and hopefully 
inspire you to bring your own innovation to this Action Campaign.

In addition to the guide, we will also create online opportunities for learning 
and sharing. Please see www.5gyres.org/takeaction for the latest updates on 
tools, webinars and conference calls.

We look forward to working with you to educate your community about how 
poorly-designed products create Plastic Pollution.

Steph Whyte
Head of Community Engagement 
for Microbeads Action Campaign

http://www.5gyres.org/takeaction
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What are microbeads?
Everyday, people everywhere are washing their 
faces and brushing their teeth with personal 
care products that contain plastic microbeads. 
Microbeads are about the size of a grain of 
sand. Many companies add them as a scrubbing 
agents to personal care products. Once these 
microbeads wash down the drain, they escape 
wastewater treatment and end up in our lakes, 
rivers and oceans by the trillions. Microbeads 
(listed as polyethylene and polypropylene in the 
ingredients) are one of the most insidious sources 
of plastic pollution. 

Why?
Because they are designed to wash straight 
down the drain and into the environment where 
they can not be recovered. 

Microbeads (like all plastic pollution) act like 
sponges in the environment and soak up harmful 
chemicals, like DDT and other pesticides. A single 
microplastic particle in the ocean can be a million 
times 1 more toxic than the water around it. 

In 2014, 5 Gyres worked with a coalition of Non-
Government Organizations to ban microbeads 
in the United States. This started slowly state 
by state, but culminated with an incredible win 
when President Obama signed the Microbead-
Free Waters Act into law in December 2015.

But our work is far from done!
The ban in the United States does not go into 
effect until 2018/2019. In the meantime, trillions 
(yes, with a “T”) of microbeads will continue to 
wash down our drains unless we take action.2   

We have an opportunity to change this. We can 
educate people to look in their cabinets, remove 
microbead products from circulation, and make 
better buying decisions about microbeads and 
products made with plastic at the same time. 

Microbeads are small and insidious polluters, 
but every day as you shop, work, and study, 
you come into contact with hundreds of other 
poorly designed plastic products that may 
never get reused or recycled. We can’t tackle 
each product one by one, we need to open 
people’s eyes to the larger issue of poor design. 
With each conversation you have, you have 
the opportunity to affect change.

You also may have noticed that we said “United 
States ban.” Many 5 Gyres supporters live 
in other countries that have not yet banned 
microbeads. If consumer products companies 
offload their microbead products to other 
countries, the problem persists. We all share the 
same oceans and currents, and need healthy 
oceans to thrive. We need to rally together 
and share resources to ban microbeads from 
commerce globally.

Learn more about Microbeads on our 
YouTube page with the following videos:

Beat the Plastic Microbead featuring Marcus Eriksen

How Plastic Microbeads are Causing Big Problems

1 Mato Y: "Plastic resin pellets as a transport medium for toxic 
chemicals in the marine environment", "Environmental Science 
& Technology" 35(2), pages 318–324, 2001

2 Scientific Eveidence Supports a Ban on Microbeads 
Rochman, C. http://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1021/acs.
est.5b03909, http://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdf/10.1021/acs.
est.5b05043

INTRO TO MICROBEADS

http://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1021/acs.est.5b03909
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1021/acs.est.5b03909
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdf/10.1021/acs.est.5b05043
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdf/10.1021/acs.est.5b05043
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/1321
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RahnWwvNX4I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H1xDQPUhguA
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Ideas on How to Educate Your Community
Some of you are already expert community 
organizers, for others this may be your first 
time.  This is a great opportunity to learn from 
each other - as we work together the experts 
will share their successes (and failures), and 
the first timers will ask questions, challenge our 
assumptions and bring new ideas to the table.

We can’t decide for you where to organize your 
campaign or how ambitious to get, but we can 
seed some ideas to inspire and guide you.

Set a Goal For Yourself
Here are some suggestions: 

Do you want your campus to commit to stop 
selling microbeads?

Send 25 partially used scrubs back to 5 Gyres

Educate 100 people who never heard of 
Microbeads

Set up a debate on your campus or in one of 
your classes

Can you do a project at school for extra 
credit

Gather allies
Don’t feel the need to do this alone.

You will be getting support from the other 
Community Action Leaders worldwide, but 
how about local support? Working in teams 
brings all sorts of benefits - more ideas, more 
people reached, new skills and probably a few 
more we can’t think of right now.   

If your best friends aren’t into leading a 
Community Action Campaign, here are some 
other suggestions for places to find people:

Find a Mentor
A mentor is a great way to get new ideas. Here 
are some suggestions: 

Teachers and Professors
If you know of a professor who you think 
would be on board with the ban, reach out 
to them. If they seem willing to help, they 
could do anything from writing a letter to 
the associated students, networking among 
their own peers to gain support, or serve as a 
resource that may have helpful connections 
on campus, or suggestions on what you can 
do to further the cause. 

Join a 5 Gyres Discussion Group or Webinar
5 Gyres will be hosting campaign webinars 
to share ideas about what to do on your 
campaign.    Join us for these webinars 
and bring your questions - whether they 
are technical or about how to make your 
campaign even more effective.   We will 
also have weekly calls that will be more 
interactive discussions.   Stay tuned to our 
Facebook feed for details.

Mentor Each Other
Connect with other Campaign Leaders to 
discuss what works and doesn’t work.

COMMUNITY EDUCATION

High School  
College Campus
Dorm Floor  

Friends and Family
Local Neighborhood 
Online Community

Where you can launch a campaign:

•

•

•

•

•

Classmates 
Campus Clubs 
Environmental Groups or Meetups 
Professors 
Sports Teams 
Your sorority or fraternity

•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

•
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Here’s an exciting example of an actual campaign 
from one 5 Gyres community member.

In January 2015, I was one of five undergraduate students from the University of California 
Los Angeles (UCLA) to embark on a crash course on environmental issues. As a part 
of an ecology class, we partnered with 5 Gyres and were presented with the task of 
inspiring education and activism for microbeads. The best place to begin this work, 
we decided, was right on our own campus, so we set to work to create a campaign 
to ban microbeads at all campus stores. 

We quickly found that the student body government of a major university is much 
like a smaller version of a complex state or federal government, and it’s many layers 
operate in much the same way. After several months of meeting with student 
representatives and members of ASUCLA and sharing our vision for a microbead-
free campus, we were able to present in front of a committee. Several months later, 
the ban was submitted for consideration to the finance committee, and finally the 
ASUCLA Board of Directors.

July 31, 2015, the Board passed the ban! Read about it here.

As soon as current supply runs out, shelves of stores across campus will be stocked 
with only microbead-free products, saving MILLIONS of toxic plastic microbeads 
from entering our waters and harming the environment. This is an exciting victory for 
students and for 5 Gyres, and it’s only just the beginning.

You’ve joined the movement of microbead bans being passed on college campuses 
across the country and students taking the lead in reducing plastic pollution in our 
oceans. 

Welcome to our community.

        Candace Gregg
        5 Gyres Community Member

COLLEGE CAMPUS VICTORY!

http://dailybruin.com/2015/03/12/honors-collegium-class-students-present-proposal-to-ban-microbeads/
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What are you going to say to people?
An “elevator pitch” is an explanation that can 
inspire someone in the time of a short elevator ride. 
The best elevator pitches are worked on over and 
over and over and not just done spontaneously. 
The more thoughtful you are when choosing your 
words the better your reception will be.

Not everyone wants to be told about the issues that 
are important to you. How, when, and where you 
say it all matter.

5 Gyres has a mission to create leaders and to 
reduce plastic pollution globally. But we don’t 
want to make the planet healthier while creating 
more interpersonal conflict. It is important to us 
that as we talk about improving the planet and 
making better decisions that we respect others. If 
they choose not to want to talk about the issue, 

we encourage you to respect that. Others may 
disagree with your views -  give them the space 
to disagree and if you can widen their beliefs a bit, 
that’s a victory. We also ask that you remember that 
many of the companies that produce microbead 
containing products employ thousands of people. 
Many of those employees are pushing for positive 
change internally and we want to help them create 
that change.

Back to what to say - use the tools here to craft 
your elevator pitch. Write it out in your own words. 
Practice out loud with your team. If it still doesn’t 
feel right, join one of our webinars or conference 
calls to hear some examples and receive coaching.

We also recommend making it personal, telling a 
story or finding a way to inspire people. So here is 
our story….

ELEVATOR PITCHES

The Story of 5 Gyres
Marcus and Anna (our founders) were educator/
activists  who were both drawn to the issue of 
marine plastic pollution, and were both inspired 
by Captain Charles Moore of the Algalita Marine 
Research Foundation. After getting engaged on 
Charlie’s boat in the North Pacific Gyre, the two 
decided to build a boat from 15,000 plastic bottles 
called JUNK, which Marcus and sailor/scientist 
Joel Paschal sailed to Hawaii. Following JUNKraft, 
Anna and Marcus embarked on JUNKride, cycling 
from Vancouver to Mexico and giving dozens of 
talks along the way to schools, Universities, city 
councils, and the general public. 

Then in 2009, fueled by curiosity about plastic 
pollution in the other oceans, Marcus and Anna 
decided to form 5 Gyres to investigate a few 
unanswered questions about marine plastic 
pollution - how much pollution is actually in our 
world’s oceans? What happens to it? And how 
can we solve it?

On a shoestring budget, 5 Gyres set out to 
explore, bringing groups of other scientists, sailors, 
activists, artists, and industry representatives out to 
the gyres to collect the first surface samples from 
the South Pacific, Indian Ocean, South Atlantic, 
and Eastern North Atlantic. And in 2014, 5 Gyres 
published their findings in the first global estimate 
of plastic pollution on the surface of our oceans 
- over 5.25 trillion pieces of plastic weighing
270,000 metric tons.

5 Gyres is now a global organization with 8 staff 
members, over 40 Ambassadors and thousands of 
followers and advocates. 5 Gyres has led efforts 
to pass plastic-reducing legislation, published 
several scientific papers, completed 16 research 
expeditions, created consumer education 
campaigns and spoken at conferences worldwide. 
Now 5 Gyres is working to build an international 
community of leaders interested in changing the 
way we think about design of plastic products.
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ELEVATOR PITCHES

Here is one sample story about microbeads you can share.
Change it up and make it personal. 

“We are working to ban the sale of microbead-containing products on our campus. 
Microbeads are small plastic beads that are added to face washes and toothpastes 
to exfoliate and whiten. This is a problem because microbeads are designed to wash 
straight down our sink into water systems. Wastewater treatment systems aren’t 
equipped to filter these tiny beads out, and most go straight into our oceans and 
watersheds. 

Plastic microbeads absorb harmful toxins, are consumed by marine life and then 
absorbed into their bodies. This is not only extremely devastating to animal life, 
but eventually things come full circle and the seafood that we eat can contain this 
plastic and toxins. Because of these environmental and health impacts, we want to 
reduce the use of microbead-containing products at (insert school) by eliminating 
them as an option for students to buy in our campus stores”

Some ideas for getting the word out:

   

Go social

Share links and social graphics from 5 Gyres
Create memes/shareable images
Create your own clever video with your team
Get an endorsement from a social media trendsetter
Share your great ideas with the other 5 Gyres Campaign Leaders

Invite Friends for a Scrub Party   
Set up a table on Campus
Give a presentations on campus  
Go Door to Door
Write an article for a newspaper   
Get interviewed by media

Create an art piece using plastic trash  
Set up a table a music festival
Organize an event for Oceans Day 
Posters on Campus
Do an educational presentation at work 
Contact a local legislator

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
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What Tools are available for you to use?

Slide Presentation
You can download this PDF to your phone, tablet or laptop and show it to people.

Talking Points for PDF  (page 10) 
Also available as its own PDF file.

Pledge Sheet
Ask people to sign a pledge not to use products containing microbeads. We’ve provided 
one for you in the tool kit. (Available in color and black & white.)

Do It Yourself Scrub Recipe
You can share this with people or host a scrub-making party to get them excited to learn 
more.

Mailing Label
Box up the microbeads you collect and mail them back to 5 Gyres office.   Marcus will 
use them for future art pieces that explain the story of plastic pollution.

Social Media Graphics
Shareable photos and gifs to educate people online

YouTube Videos
The 5 Gyres Institute YouTube page is here

5 Gyres Facebook Page
www.facebook.com/5gyres will have new tools and ideas for you during this campaign

Create your own tools
Share them on our Facebook Page, so others can use them too!

2 Page PDF Fact Sheet
This is available for you to print at home or a local copy shop. We have provided it in color 
and black and white. The information is the same, but we wanted you to have choices.

ACTION CAMPAIGN TOOL KIT

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

http://www.facebook.com/5gyres
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCwX4cStZyV_Tpixk5nkTkwg
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SUGGESTED TALKING POINTS

Explanation

5 Gyres conducted a research voyage in the Great Lakes in 2012

They conduct scientific research on plastic pollution by using “trawls” to 
collect plastic off the surface of lakes and oceans

They pull out the samples and scientifically measure the quantity and size 
distribution of plastic collected.   Most plastic collected starts as large 
products like bottles, toothbrushes, straws and starts to break into smaller 
pieces while in the water

But in the Great Lakes, 5 Gyres found something they had never seen 
before.  These incredibly tiny perfectly round spheres were found.  And 
the quantities were off the charts!

After analysis, it turned out that these little beads were microbeads from 
facial scrubs.

5 Gyres began testing facial scrubs and found out that many products 
contained them. 1 tube of facial cleanser could have over 300,000 beads. 
They were also found in body washes and toothpaste. Ick.   

Microbeads wash right down the drain and into waterways. There they collect 
pollutants and get eaten by fish. You know where those fish go, right?

Since microbeads are so bad for us, non profits worked together to get 
them banned. First we asked companies to remove them and some did. 
Others needed to be pushed by a ban. The speed that this ban passed at 
was amazing. Many products, like plastic bags are fought over for decades. 
However, this ban doesn’t go into effect for some time and millions of 
microbeads are still going down the drain every day. The ban is only in the 
US. There are so many other countries that still permit microbeads.

Photo #

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Image

Tall Ship in Great Lakes

Trawl

Tall Ship in Great Lakes

Microbeads on a Penny

Close up of Product 
with Microbeads

Products with 
beads in front

Fish with Plastic

US Ban on Beads

Product Comparison

What can you do? A few things. First, make sure that you aren’t using 
scrubs, body washes or toothpast with little microbeads.   You can tell if it 
says polyethylene and if you don’t see a natural abrasive like walnut shells 
or sea salt on the label.    Choosing better design products is a good way 
to put pressure on manufacturers to pay attention to what happens to 
plastic after it gets used.

Next, you can make sure that your family, friends and community are also 
aware of the damage plastic is doing to our world and that also make 
better product choices when using plastic packaging or plastic products.

10 Bead Free Pledge

You can also give us your microbead containing products.   5 Gyres will 
screen them for art projects that educate people about the effects of poor 
plastic design. If you want, you can also take the Bead Free pledge on 5 
Gyres website at www.5gyres.org/microbeads or signup on our sign up sheet.

Consumers have the right to push back and demand better products. 
Thank you for letting us explain.

FOR MICROBEADS PHOTOS PDF

http://www.5gyres.org/microbeads
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MICROBEADS

Microbeads are a dangerous source of plastic pollution- up to 8 Billion are released each 
year  into waters and into fields 2

Microbeads are unnecessary- they are a cheap filler for cosmetics that encourages daily 
use because they don’t exfoliate well (on purpose)

There are tons of environmentally friendly alternatives, including salt, seaweed and 
crushed nut shells

Microbeads are an example of poor product design: they wash straight down our drains 
and can’t be recovered

The US banned microbeads in 2015, but the implementation dates is 2018.
Banning microbeads is a way to lead the way in environmental stewardship

MORE TALKING POINTS

•

•

•

•

•

PLASTIC POLLUTION

Microplastics, which include microbeads, cause damage to ocean environments- they cause 
blockages in small plankton & corals and transfer toxins to fish, whales & other animals

Microplastics are highly toxic, absorbing toxins in the water- they can be 1 million times 
more toxic than the water they are in

•

•

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES & LINKS

5 Gyres YouTube Page 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCwX4cStZyV_Tpixk5nkTkwg/featured

5 Gyres Microbeads Page
www.5gyres.org/microbeads

Beat the Bead app - check to see if your cosmetic products have microbeads 
http://www.beatthemicrobead.org/en/
http://www.beatthemicrobead.org/en/product-lists

•

•

•

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCwX4cStZyV_Tpixk5nkTkwg/featured
http://www.5gyres.org/microbeads
http://www.beatthemicrobead.org/en/
http://www.beatthemicrobead.org/en/product-lists
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