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Thank you for the opportunity to testify on behalf of HB 391, the Prohibition on Releasing a Balloon Into 

the Atmosphere. Oceana is the largest international advocacy organization dedicated solely to ocean 

conservation. As of July 2020, we have 17,800 supporters across Maryland. We work to advance science-

based policies at the federal, state, and local level that will restore the ocean’s abundance and 

biodiversity. We submit this testimony to share our strong support for HB 391 and to urge you to pass this 

important legislation. 

 

Plastic Pollution and Balloons Are a Growing Problem for Ocean Health 

A 2019 scientific report found that among the marine debris items ingested by seabirds, balloons were the 

most likely to result in death.1 Balloons, which can travel hundreds of miles after they’re released, must 

land somewhere. Those released anywhere in the state could end up in the Chesapeake Bay, which is 

home to hundreds of bird species, including many that are threatened with extinction. Additionally, 

plastic debris like balloons can affect other types of marine life, from plankton to dolphins and sea turtles. 

Tens of thousands of individual marine animals have been observed to be suffering from entanglement in, 

or the ingestion of, plastic.2 

 

Plastic pollution is a growing threat to the world’s oceans, as well as our food, health and climate. Each 

year, an estimated 17.6 billion pounds of plastic enters the marine environment. This is roughly 

equivalent to a garbage truck full of plastic being dumped into the oceans every minute.3  

 

Nearly 40% of all plastic produced is for packaging, most of which is used once and then thrown away.4 

Balloons and other packaging and single-use products are profoundly flawed by design. These products 

are designed to be used for only a few moments before being disposed of, but the material they are made 

of was created to last for centuries. In the end, communities across Maryland and marine life are left to 

deal with the consequences of this growing problem. 

 

Plastic pollution is everywhere. Scientists have found plastic floating on the surface of the ocean, washing 

up on the world’s most remote coastlines, melting in Arctic sea ice, raining onto the Rocky Mountains, 

and even sitting at the deepest part of the ocean floor.5,6,7,8  Plastic is harming our native wildlife and 

contaminating Maryland’s waterways.9 
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Marine species around the globe and here in Maryland are being affected by plastic debris. A piece of 

plastic can look like food to a fish, turtle, marine mammal or bird. We are seeing increasing reports of 

dead whales beached with bellies full of plastic debris.10 Tens of thousands of individual marine animals 

have been observed suffering from entanglement or ingestion of the plastic permeating the marine 

environment.11 

- Home to over 3,600 plant and animal species, the Chesapeake Bay is the largest estuary in the 

country and is an important part of Maryland’s identity and economy. But it’s being impacted by 

our dependence on single-use plastics - according to a 2014 study, microplastics were found in 59 

out of 60 water samples from the Chesapeake Bay and its tributaries.12 

- Plastic ingestion and entanglements can lead to death by starvation or suffocation for marine life. 

Ingested plastic may also cause ulcers or punctures and impair feeding, growth, mobility, 

reproduction and behavior.13,14  

- After surveying dozens of government agencies, organizations and institutions that collect data on 

the impact of plastic on marine animals, Oceana found evidence of nearly 1,800 animals from 40 

different species swallowing or becoming entangled in plastic since 2009. Of those animals, a 

staggering 88% were from species listed as endangered or threatened with extinction under the 

Endangered Species Act.15 

 

Global production of plastic is now projected to increase at least fourfold between 2014 and 2050.16 As 

plastic production increases, so will the amount of plastic that enters the ocean.  

 

Solution: Reduce Plastic Pollution at the Source 

Recycling is not enough to solve the plastic pollution crisis. Waste-management solutions have not 

adequately dealt with plastic pollution in the past and cannot realistically keep up with the rising rates of 

plastic production. Only 9% of all the plastic waste ever produced has been recycled. 17 The rest of it has 

been incinerated, landfilled, or lost in the environment.  

 

Policies governing the production and use of single-use plastic are the most effective way to stem the 

flow of it into our oceans, bays, and wetlands, and these policies are becoming more common all around 

the world. While multiple countries have taken national action, the United States has so far failed to 

implement a nationwide policy that comprehensively addresses the plastics crisis threatening our future.  

 

Thankfully, local communities are acting by passing policies limiting the use of single-use plastic and 

banning balloon releases. Baltimore, Ocean City, Queen Anne’s County, Montgomery County, and 

Frederick have already prohibited the release of balloons into the environment. Communities across 

Maryland are calling on the Maryland General Assembly to follow suit. 
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Passing HB 391, the Prohibition on Releasing a Balloon Into the Atmosphere, is a critical step in reducing 

plastic pollution at the source. By working to reduce the intentional release of plastic balloons throughout 

the state, Maryland would be taking a key step towards addressing the pollution concerns of communities 

across the state. 

 

We strongly support HB 391. We believe this bill will have a significant impact on the amount of plastic 

pollution that impacts the Chesapeake Bay, marine life along the Atlantic coast, and communities who 

depend on these unique ecosystems and species. We thank you for the opportunity to testify and urge you 

to pass this important legislation to reduce plastic pollution. 
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