
or marine life, the damage done 
by discarded plastic rubbish in 
the ocean is vast although it is 
difficult to quantify, says Doug 

Woodring, who founded the Plastic Disclo-
sure Project with the support of the Clinton 
Global Initiative (CGI) to help eliminate 
the source of the problem.  
    “There’s no body count in the ocean 
when something dies,” says Woodring who 
is also chair of AmCham’s Environment 
Committee. “This material (plastic) which 
we thought was so easy to use can be 
harmful to the planet and the ecosystem.” 
   Launched last September, the Plastic 
Disclosure Project aims to encourage 
businesses to help reduce plastic packaging 
at source.  Once businesses start to examine
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their use of plastic and then measure the 
quantities used, reduction can follow. The 
goal is to set up a global preventative 
mechanism to reduce the amount of plastic 
waste that is created, and limit the levels of 
plastic enter the ocean. 
      “We don’t have a measuring guideline. 
Once you have a figure, you can start 
reducing, by saying ‘let’s reduce by five 
percent’,” says Woodring in an interview 
with biz.hk. “Most people love this idea.” 
      The idea is to encourage companies to 
voluntarily report their plastic use in the 
same way that many now report their 
carbon use.  However, plastic measure-
ment and disclosure is easier than carbon 
counting, because carbon is mostly invisible 
both to the user’s and the consumer’s eyes. 

“With packaging, you can see it pretty 
quickly, as a consumer,” Woodring says.
  The Plastic Disclosure Project was 
welcomed by CGI as part of its new 
“Rethinking Waste” initiative, which 
encourages waste to be looked on as an 
asset rather than a nuisance. 
    “Usually, when you’re wasting less, you’re 
saving money,” says Woodring.
    He says the CGI liked the project 
because it included many aspects that 
people could get involved with, including 
science, the idea of reuse, technology, and 
change.  In addition to the kudos that 
comes from having such high-profile 
support, CGI helps with introductions, 
visibility and contacts.

F

Are you aware that tons of plastic rubbish are dumped into the ocean every day creating a 
gigantic environmental problem that some experts fear that it may take generations to clean 

up. Liana Cafolla talks to the founder of the Plastic Disclosure Project, Doug Woodring, who 
offers a glimpse of hope that it may not be too late to deal with the problem and explains how 

businesses can play a part in the solution



Unnecessary waste The vortex
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  Reducing plastic packaging makes 
economic as well as ecological sense, as 
packaging costs money and much of it is 
unnecessary. Woodring says he notices 
excess packaging everywhere in Hong 
Kong, from the plastic disposable covers 
used to stop wet umbrellas dripping to the 
packaging used to cover food in supermar-
kets, which is often double wrapped. 
     Cutting back on plastic consumption is 
also critical to governments which are 
desperately seeking solutions to their 
waste-disposal problems, particularly in 
cities like Hong Kong where landfills are 
quickly reaching capacity.
   Woodring estimates that about 300 
million tons of plastic is made every year 
worldwide. Even a relatively small-scale 
reduction could have a hugely positive 
impact on the ocean, he says. 
       “Even a tenth of 1 percent would mean 
we’ve cleaned up that gyre,” Woodring says 
referring to the discarded rubbish that has 
made its way into the waters, creating a huge 
vortex of plastic that is growing by the day.

    By some estimates, the vortex is now 
twice the size of the state of Texas. It is 
known as the North Pacific Gyre and is 
located in the Pacific Ocean, 550 miles 
from the western coast of the US, between 
California and Hawaii. Here, ocean 
currents converge, drawing in garbage from 
around the world. The plastic waste 
includes plastic wrapping, plastic bags, toys, 
and food and drinks’ packaging.  In the 
gyre, plastic outweighs plankton by six to 
one.
  The United Nations’ Environment 
Programme estimates that more than 7 
million tons of garbage enters the ocean 
each year, most of it from land. The 
problem partly arises from the nature of 
plastic, which may take centuries to fully 
disintegrate. Instead, it breaks down into 
tiny particles that are easily ingestible. Take 
plastic supermarket bags as an example. 
Although they are light in weight,  super-
market plastic bags can take up to 20 years 
to decompose, while plastic bottles may 
take up to 450 years.
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     For humans, the biggest dangers lie in 
the food chain. Fish swallow tiny particles of 
plastic. Many die from the effects. In 
others, undetected plastic particles can 
remain inside the fish after it has been 
cooked, and are then passed on into the 
human body. The effects on humans of the 
chemicals used in plastic production are 
still being researched, but studies so far 
suggest possible links with reproductive 
abnormalities and heart disease.
       According to the latest report by Ocean 
Conservancy, a group dedicated to cleaning 
up the ocean, plastic survives longer at sea. 
“The problem is exacerbated in the ocean; 
most plastics degrade more slowly in water 
than on land due to reduced exposure to 
the sun’s UV rays and cooler tempera-
tures,” says the report. 
       Removing the plastic once it has entered 
the food chain is almost impossible.  A 
more attainable and definitive solution 
could be to stop the plastic getting into the 
food chain by reducing the overall amount 
of plastic in use, so that much less of it ever 
gets to the ocean in the first place.



Support from the
financial community

A win-win solution

      As well as back up from CGI, Woodring 
has established strong support from the 
financial community.  Impetus for the 
project will come from global asset manag-
ers, whose investors are increasingly 
motivated by socially responsible 
investments. 
     Last summer, Woodring worked with 
two students from the Hong Kong Univer-
sity of Science and Technology to interview 
asset managers about their views on the 
idea.  He found overwhelming support. 
From the results of the survey, asset manag-
ers who are responsible for a total of 
US$5.8 trillion in assets under management 
said they would support the initiative.
     The financial world is uniquely placed to 
help the project succeed both because of its 
direct links to big business, and its status as 
independent of governments, which means 
it can do things no government can,  he 
says.
     “Just by asking the question [about levels 
of plastic use], that already solves a big 
problem because it’s planting a seed of 
interest and potential action in people who 

had never considered 
the subject 

before,” 
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Woodring says.
      At the same time, investors are becom-
ing increasingly aware of the ecological and 
environmental impact of their investments, 
and asset managers are already fielding 
increasingly sophisticated requests for 
information on potential investments. 
  “Their investors are asking more 
questions. They care, so it will help asset 
managers,” Woodring says. “The 
investment world can play a huge role in 
making a difference.” 
   According to him, the project offers 
companies an opportunity to go greener 
and to innovate. Companies who sign up to 
the project will receive a survey to complete 
annually.  
   “This will allow managers at both the 
investment firms as well as within the 
companies themselves to start thinking 
about where money can be saved, new 
designs adopted, and material reductions 
can take place in order to help improve 
environmental, waste and health impacts,” 
according to the project’s website.

     As well as reducing quantities, compa-
nies can also consider replacing plastic with 
a range of alternatives that are far more 
environmentally friendly.  These include 
plant-based, algae-based and non-petroleum 

based materials that are biodegradable. 
     Woodring says the project will grow as 
consumers become educated about the 
issue and start demanding that plastic 
packaging be reduced or eliminated.
       While the most impressive reductions 
in terms of quantity will probably be 
achieved by large multinationals, Woodring 
believes smaller companies will benefit 
from supporting the initiative, especially if 
their efforts result in increased visibility. 
Any company is welcome to sign up, 
although initially the project will target listed 
companies in the consumer goods industry, 
as these are the most likely candidates for 
inclusion in asset managers’ portfolios.
       Woodring believes many companies 
are looking for just such an opportunity to 
become more environmentally responsible. 
One MNC he spoke to, which uses large 
amounts of plastic casing for its consumer 
products, reacted very positively when he 
approached them with the idea. 
     “They said, ‘we would be very willing to 
be a leader to make that change.’ They saw 
this as just what they needed. That to me 
was great news. I think this is hopefully a 
good turning point to get momentum 
going.”
   For more information on the Plastic 
Disclosure Project, please visit the 
organization’s website at:
www.plasticdisclosure.org


