
Sea Birds and Plastics Lab 
 

 
 
Background 
Marine plastic pollution is one of the major threats to seabirds (and marine mammals, 
fish, sea turtles, and marine life that feeds on plankton). The increase in plastic 
production and “single-use” plastic has resulted in a corresponding rise in the amount of 
plastic debris in the oceans that is being ingested by seabirds.  
 
Seabirds mistake plastic for prey and eat bottle caps, plastic fragments, cigarette lighters, 
light sticks, and pieces of children’s toys.    Seabirds most susceptible to plastic ingestion 
are surface feeders and scavengers, such as Albatross.  About 40% of the Laysan 
albatross chicks born each year die because their bellies are full of bottle caps, 
toothbrushes and other plastic. 
 
 
Albatross Biology 
After reaching sexual maturity at eight to nine years, the Laysan albatross switches from 
permanently living at sea and returns to land for nearly 10 months of the year to raise a 
single chick. First-time breeders engage in an elaborate courtship display which 
establishes pair bonds lasting for the rest of their 40 year lives. The male and female 
build a shallow nest in a colony based on open ground surrounded by tall vegetation. The 
female lays a single egg which both sexes take turns incubating for nine weeks. The chick 
is fed by both parents, who alternately tend to the chick and embark on trips of several 
days to forage at sea.   These birds feed on fish, squid, and crustaceans like krill.  Upon 



their return, the stomach oil and partially digested stomach contents are regurgitated to 
feed the chick. At the end of the breeding season in July, most birds head northwest 
towards Japan, and then northeast towards the Aleutian Islands off the coast of Alaska. 
They then migrate south to Hawaii for the next breeding season. 
 
 
Directions 

1. (5 points)  Day 1: Obtain from your teacher a gallon-sized plastic bag.  Use this 
bag to collect garbage.  Try to get garbage from your neighborhood street or a 
parking lot (something that may easily wash into a storm drain.  You may also 
select trash items from home or school.  These items must be small enough to fit 
in your bag. 

 
 

2. (5 points) Examine the color plate Bolus 1.  This represents the stomach contents 
of a dead Laysan Albatross found somewhere in the North Pacific Ocean.  
Complete the Albatross Bolus Investigation Data Sheet.  To do so you must 
determine which food items are natural and non-natural.  You must measure and 
categorize the sizes of items.  You should also make note of the most common 
colors for non-natural items. 

 
 

3.  (5 points) Write a brief summary of the most likely plastic items to end up in the 
stomach of an Albatross, be specific to size, shape, and color. 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

4. (5 points)  Go through the trash collect by your team and identify the items most 
closely matching your description for number three.  Fill a large beaker with 
water to determine which of these items would in fact float at the surface.  Create 
a list below of the items that would be dangerous for Albatross, 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

5. (10 points)  Do some research.  Write a one page paper on what things can be 
done, by ordinary people like you and I, to reduce the amount of plastic debris 
that ends up in the oceans. 

 





Albatross Bolus Investigation Data Sheet

Investigators: Date:

BOLUS #:        Species (if known):              Location (if known):

TOTAL NUMBER ITEMS IN BOLUS:

NATURAL PREY ITEMS Count
Percent of Total (Count/Total)*100

NON-NATURAL ITEMS 

RECOGNIZABLE WHOLE PLASTIC ITEMS (e.g.bottle caps)
Count

Percent of Total (Count/Total)*100

PLASTIC FRAGMENTS (group into size, shape, & color)
Count

Percent of Total (Count/Total)*100

Small (<10 mm)

Medium (<20 mm, > 10mm)

Large (>20 mm, <50 mm)

Extra large (>50 mm)

OTHER NON-NATURAL ITEMS e.g. fishing line
Count

Percent of Total (Count/Total)*100

TOTALS Count
Percent of Total (Count/Total)*100

Natural items

Non-natural items
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