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On a mission to beat plastic pollution

German marine biologist Dr Tim Kiessling is on a mission to discover the true scale
of plastic pollution in rivers across Europe, with the help of EU funding and school
children around the continent.
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Oftentimes they imagine a scientist being a crazy person in alab suit, but then they themselves have been scientists

As part of the German PlasticPiratesEU team, Tim and his colleagues have devised an innovative way to get
students and teachers from schools around Germany and beyond to help gather information about the state of
plastic pollution in rivers across Europe.

Plastic pollution is an issue that affects all of us, as it threatens wildlife, affects the quality of our oceans and
rivers, and can damage our health. Having a clearer idea of how plastic pollution is distributed around our
waterways is key to developing effective solutions to the problem, and analysing policies now in place, such as
the EU-wide ban on single-use plastics.


https://projects.research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/en/horizon-magazine/auf-mission-im-kampf-gegen-plastikverschmutzung

Samples of plastic pollution are being collected in European rivers as part of PlasticPiratesEU
project, including in this river near Berlin, Germany.

The work being carried out by Tim and other researchers of the Plastic Pirates all across Europe is a key
example of how research initiatives taking place on a local level around Europe are capable of having a global
impact.

Timeto get our handsdirty

Bringing schools on board has been vital to gather enough data to form a pollution map of rivers around
Europe. Classes who participate, are sent a sampling kit and detailed instructions on collecting waste and
microplastic samples from a local river or sea. Then, they report back their findings by uploading directly the
data they collect on the project website.

The Plastic Pirates campaign started in Germany in 2016 before being extended to Portugal and Slovenia.

The project now has 12 local EU partners on board: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Germany, Georgia, Greece,
Hungary Italy, Lithuania, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain. More than 5000 students participated in this sampling
campaign in autumn 2022.

Put simply, ‘there's no team of scientists who could conduct this work on that scale’.

Working alongside the public is valuable in other respects too: it has led to some important and unexpected
outcomes. To make the experiment accessible to schools anywhere without having to rent a bus or travel a
long way, they are free to chose any river, not specifying the size or whether it is one they think would be
particularly polluted.



