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ABOUT THIS 
BOoK

Dear Reader,

I wrote this book for Bram and Miriam. He’s thirteen and lives next door. She’s fourteen, and they’re 
in the same school class. You could say we created this book together, because without them it 
would’ve been very different. 

 Let me first tell you something about myself. I’m a 42-year-old historian and archaeologist. The latter 
means I do excavations and the former means I study the past. In other words, I’m fascinated by 
history. I specialize in the period between 1950 and 2030. That’s what we now call the “Plastic Age”. 

 The end of the Plastic Age is more than a hundred years behind us. It was a time when two important 
world issues took center stage: the climate crisis and problems due to the substance this period is 
named after: plastic. People caused these problems, which also gave them an advantage when it came 
to solving them. And in the end, they did. So, it was an interesting and informative period.  

 When Miriam and Bram visited an excavation site where I was working, they had loads of questions 
for me. This made me realize that today’s children know very little about the Plastic Age. That inspired 
me to write the book you’re now reading.

Of course, you’re familiar with plastic, because we’re still using this amazingly, handy material. But 
nowadays it’s incomprehensible that it was once thrown away. Especially when you’re aware of the 
problems that it caused. 

The Plastic Age wasn’t even that long ago ‒ sometimes you still stumble across a plastic bottle cap 
or lollipop stick ‒ but it’s surprising to see how differently people back then thought. Not only about 
plastic, but also about the world. Fortunately, this has changed. As so often happens, the change 
started with a handful of people taking action. Especially children. In this book you will meet the 
heroes of that time. They came from all over the world, and you may already recognize them from 
streets that were given their names. Soon you’ll also know their stories. 

 Oh yes, throughout the book you’ll see text messages like these: comments, questions, and answers 
that Bram, Miriam, and I shared. We placed these in the book before it was printed: when they were 
reading it on the computer. I initially wanted to remove our messages, but they thought it made things 
clearer. So, we left it as is ‒ making this book even more of a collaboration. 

 

Quickly turn the page to start reading a great story about perhaps the most amazing period of our 
history. 

 

Welcome to the Plastic Age! 

 

Dr. Peter V. C. Pipe, Ph.D.

June 16, 2132 

Dr. Pipe: 
Hey M & B, 
Back to the Plastic Age will go to the 
printer next month. Do you have any more 
questions? If so, include them ( just like I 
did now). Possible before next Tuesday?

Miriam: 
Important match next weekend so 
have to practice a lot. Will be a day 
later. Is that okay?

Bram: 
Works for me. Can’t wait to see 
it! In any case, I really enjoyed 
visiting the excavation site!
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Bram:
What do those symbols mean?

Dr. Pipe:
I still need to figure that out. Looks 
like some kind of electronic device 
to me. No idea what for, but I’ll 
ask Bert, our early 21st century 
electronics specialist.

Datum foto: 7 mei 2130
DATE PHOTO: MAY 7, 2130 
LOCATION: AREA KATWIJK, THE NETHERLANDS 
LATITUDE: 52.185619 
LONGITUDE: 4.40765 
DEPTH: 237 CM 
PHOTOGRAPHER: BRAM 
SUPERVISORY ARCHAEOLOGIST: P.V.C. PIPE

EXCAVATION
LATE PLASTICENE (APPROX: 2023)
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MIXING AND COLORING
The name plastic comes from the Greek word 
“plastikós” meaning “to mold or shape”. When 
this material is heated, it can be squeezed into 
a shape that it retains after cooling down. 
Plastic applies to substances soft enough to 
be molded yet capable of hardening into a 
desired fixed form. Plastic, by the way, is only 
malleable in the factory. There they can cast or 
press it into any number of shapes. And they 
can mix all kinds of colorants into it. So, it’s 
very useful stuff.

ARTIFICIAL
However, plastic does have a major drawback. 
The stuff is so artificial and chemical that 
nature has a hard time with it. While goats and 
worms can eat it, they can’t digest it. It often 
makes them sick. Also, plastic can barely be 
broken down by fungi and bacteria. And they 
can deal with quite a lot.

PLASTIC?

 CHEAP 

 IN ALl FORMS 

 IN ALl COLORS 

FROM SUPER-SMOoTH TO ROCK-HARD 

 NOT HEAVY 

WATERPROoF 

TASTELESs 

DOESN’T BREAK DOWN 

GIVES OFf TOXIC SMOKE WHEN BURNING 

 IS A POLlUTER 

OFTEN CONTAINS POISONOUS SUBSTANCES

2 types
There are two groups of plastics:

thermoPLASTICS
thermosets
A thermoplastic gets soft when it’s heated. A 
thermoset stays hard no matter how hot you 
make it. So, thermosets cannot be remelted. 
Therefore, they cannot be recycled.

GOOD FEATURES  
OF PLASTIC:

BAD FEATURES  
OF PLASTIC:

PLASTIC = ARTIFICIAL
You find the word ‘art’ in artificial, which 
means it was made by people. You could 
say similar to other forms of art: a painting, 
a sculpture, or a poem. Only plastic is not 
created in a studio or a loft, but in a large 
chemical factory. It’s artificial ‒ or to use a 
more difficult word: synthetic. So, it’s made of 
chemicals. 
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start

CHEMICAL PLANT

PLASTIC FACTORY
TUBE FACTORY

TOoTHPASTE FACTORY

STORE 

house 

GARBAGE DUMP
DRILlING RIG

PLASTIC SOFTENER, COLORANTS

TOotHPASTE, TRASH-BAG

EMPTY TUBE IN TRASH-BAG

EMPTY TUBE IN TRASH-BAG

EMPTY TUBES

IN THE 
ENVIRONMENT:

PLASTIC  
PELLETS
During the Plastic Age, most 
plastic objects were made from 
meltable plastic (thermoplastics). 
This was done in two different 
factories. The first was the real 
plastic factory. It made plastic 
pellets from chemicals, each 
smaller than a pea and usually 
transparent. These so-called 
nurdles were then transported by 
ship, train, or truck to factories 
that made plastic things from 
them. There the nurdles were 
melted, mixed with colorants and 
frequently other chemicals, and 
then poured or pressed into molds.

HERE YOU SEE HOW PLASTIC WAS 
MADE, USED, AND DUMPED DURING 
THE PLASTIC AGE. AND THAT 
SMELLY FUMES, SPRAYING, AND 
SPILLS WERE THE ORDER OF THE 
DAY. THIS ILLUSTRATION DEPICTS 
THE LIFESPAN OF A PLASTIC 
TOOTHPASTE TUBE FROM ITS 
SYRUPY START TO ITS SMOKY END.

FROM CRUDE OIL . . . . . . TO WASTE
1514



MEDICAL GLOVES 
1 HOUR 

FRENCH FRY CONTAINER 
10 MINUTES

COFfEe STIRrERS 
10 SECONDS

LAUNDRY DETERGENT BOTtLE 
1 MONTH

MILK CONTAINER
3 DAYS

PARTY HORNS 
1 DAY 

secondS

YEARS

minutES

mONTHS

daYS

HOURS
WHITE PATIO CHAIR
6 YEARS

CLOTHES PIN 
4 YEARS

FLIP-FLOP 
2 YEARS

EARLY  
RETIREMENT
There were plastic objects that lasted a 
very long time. Others were only used for 
a short period. And certain things were 
thrown away in no time.
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BLOCKED SEWERS 
Until well after the year 2000, sewers in India 
and Bangladesh were partially open. Such a 
sewer was actually a concrete gutter running 
alongside the street. As more and more 
plastic piled up, the sewers clogged up more 
frequently. Especially after a heavy rainfall, 
you had a disgusting mess on your hands. This 
was the main reason these countries addressed 
the plastic problem in those days, for instance 
by banning the use of plastic shopping bags.

ASIA

CRUMBLING BUOYS
Beginning in 2010, more and more shellfish 
farms supplying mussels and oysters appeared 
along the coast of South Korea. The shellfish 
grew on ropes, which hung from buoys made 
of Styrofoam. In a farm the size of a soccer 
field, there were about 500 buoys f loating. 
Each was the size of a large garbage can. 
Styrofoam crumbles easily and eventually 
each buoy disintegrated into about 7 million 
tiny white plastic balls. Some of South Korea’s 
beaches looked like they were covered in snow.

DIRTY RIVERS
During the Plastic Age, most plastic ended up 
in the sea via rivers. Especially via the rivers 
in Asia. The 10 leading rivers that carried the 
most plastic included eight Asian rivers. At the 
top of the list was the Pasig: the river that f lows 
through Manila, the capital of the Philippines.

INDONESIA

PLASTIC CLOTHING
During the Plastic Age, a lot of clothing was 
made from plastic thread such as polyester, 
acrylic, and nylon. Of these garments, 94% 
came from Asia and most were made in China.

Dr. Pipe: 
It’s clean again. Though a part of the 
river ‒ with little water f low ‒ still has 
plastic on the bottom. A colleague of 
mine recently discovered more than a 
thousand empty shampoo packets from 
2015. What a find! 

Miriam:
How is the Pasig River 
nowadays? 

SOUTH KOREA

India

Bangladesh

China

UNITED 
ARAB 
EMIRATES

PHILIPPINES

Manila

5150



FIVE ASIAN 
HER0ES

Name: Sainath and Sai Sahana Manikandan 
Country: United Arab Emirates 
Year of Birth: 2007 and 2009

SAILING CLEAN-UP 
ROBOT
When Sainath was 10 years old he saw a movie 
about plastic waste in the ocean. He wanted to 
do something about this. Each day after school 
he disappeared into his fix-it shed and after two 
months it was ready: Sainath’s plastic catcher, 
a sailing robot that collects plastic debris from 
the sea. Sainath was invited to show his model 
at a meeting in Abu Dhabi where adults were 
going to talk about the pollution problem in their 
country. From then on Sainath was unstoppable 
and his younger sister Sai Sahana also joined his 
efforts. They came up with a school action plan 
against single-use plastic. And with the help of 
hundreds of school children and adults, they 
collected plastic waste for recycling.

Name: Nina Azzahra Aqilani 
Country: Indonesia 
Year of Birth: 2007

“DEAR MR. TRUMP . . .”
Nina loved to swim, but there was no pool 
where she lived. There was a river, but it was 
full of plastic garbage. Most of the plastic 
waste in her city came from America and 
Europe. At that time, many Western countries 
had their discarded plastic shipped to 
Indonesia. They paid Indonesian companies 
to recycle the plastic, yet were well aware of 
what would happen next: most of it stayed 
where it landed, blew away, and ended up in 
rivers. Nina decided to first send a letter to the 
city’s mayor. Then she wrote to Donald Trump 
because he was the president of the United 
States. She asked the mayor to stop taking 
plastic from other countries. And she asked 
President Trump to keep his plastic trash. 
Trump did nothing, but Nina was successful 
with Germany’s leader Angela Merkel. She 
promised that Germany would no longer let its 
plastic waste be transported abroad.

Name: Vihaan and Nav Agarwal 
Country: India 
Year of birth: 2004 and 2007

SMELlY SMOKE
The Brothers Vihaan and Nav Agarwal lived 
in the big city of Delhi, but they also liked 
to spend time in nature. They noticed that 
they had trouble breathing in the city. When 
they saw garbage being burned in Delhi, 
they understood why: due to the black plastic 
smoke. In 2018, they decided to do something 
about it. The brothers raised money to have 
garbage collected and separated. They started 
off with 15 houses and soon received money 
for more. Three years later, that’s how the trash 
from more than a thousand homes, offices, 
and schools was collected.
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THE BATHROOM
WET SHAMPOO
Between 2025 and 2030, plastic shampoo 
bottles disappeared. They were no longer 
needed because people realized that shampoo 
soap bars (solid blocks) are just as good for 
your hair.

Miriam: 
Why did they prefer 
liquid shampoo?

Dr. Pipe, 
Indeed strange, because bottled 
shampoo contained mostly water. But 
until 2015, you basically couldn’t buy 
shampoo bars anywhere. I know this 
from studying advertising f lyers from 
those days. And ‒ what’s also strange 
‒ until 2025 shampoo bars were more 
expensive than the shampoo that 
came in plastic bottles.

GLITTERY BOTTLES 
There were lots of different types and brands 
of soap for showering or bathing. Almost all 
were sold in liquid form. And like many f luid 
substances during the Plastic Age, those 
shampoos and gels came in plastic bottles. 
Each brand and each soap was sold in its own 
plastic packaging, which also came in different 
colors: purple, orange, gold, and sometimes 
even glittery. Totally non-recyclable, but the 
soap makers were only interested in their 
bottles or tubes standing out among the others 
on the store shelves. 

Bram: 
So then that plastic washed 
away into the sewer system.
And nobody did anything?

Dr. Pipe, 
No, it was madness. Only after 2025, 
more and more countries began to ban 
these products.

PLASTIC DOWN THE 
DRAIN
Starting in 2010, almost all 
manufacturers of liquid bath soap and 
shampoo added microplastic to their 
products. This made the stuff a bit 
thicker, and it cost almost nothing. Also, 
toothpaste and lipstick were primarily 
made of spreadable plastic.

6160

TOOTH BRUSHING
When it came to cleaning teeth, a lot of plastic 
was used. Even toothpaste was often full of 
nanoplastic, to thicken it, and microplastic as 
a scouring powder. By the end of the Plastic 
Age, more and more people were choosing 
plastic-free brushing.



JUNE 6, 2130
CUP INCLUDED IN PLASTIC AGE MUSEUM’S 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL COLlECTION
 (CATALOGUE NO. APM3BK00023)

AUGUST 24, 2005 
PLASTIC MADE

NOVEMBER 4, 2005 
CUP MADE

DECEMBER 12, 2005 
CUP PURCHASED BY OFfICE 

JANUARY 8, 2006 
CUP PLACED IN COFfEe 
MACHINE 

JANUARY 8, 2006; 9:14  AM
CUP FILlED WITH COFfEe

JANUARY 9, 2006; 9:21  AM
CUP THROWN AWAY

JANUARY 11,  2006
CUP IN LANDFILl

MAY 25, 2130 
CUP FOUND DURING EXCAVATION

HUNDREDS OF MILlIONS OF YEARS AGO 
FORMATION CRUDE OIL

JUNE 18, 2005 
CRUDE OIL PUMPED FROM GROUND

THE HISTORY OF  
SINGLE-USE COFFEE CUP
APM3BK00023
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WHALES AND 
DOLPHINS 
Dolphins are marine mammals just 
like their larger cousins, whales. 
They breathe air and give their 
young milk. They have hardly any 
natural enemies, but all the plastic 
f loating in the sea presents a  
danger to them.

GHOST NETS
Dolphins and whales can become entangled in 
old fishing nets. This happened especially in 
the days when most of these nets were made of 
plastic rope. Back then, if a fishing vessel lost 
or abandoned a net, it would drift forever in 
the ocean.

Miriam: 
Weren’t dolphins and whales 
protected in those days?

Dr. Pipe: 
Yes, but polluting the sea with 
plastic wasn’t punishable at that 
time. Makes no sense!

WATER SIEVES 
The largest whales don’t have teeth in their 
jaws but baleen: hairy whalebone plates 
attached to the upper jaw. The whale takes an 
enormous gulp of seawater and pushes it out 
along the baleen, which act as a filter-feeding 
system. It then swallows what is left. This 
normally includes small fish, shrimps, and 
other sea creatures. Yet, during the Plastic 
Age, a lot of plastic debris was also consumed 
by whales.

STUFFED WHALE
In 2018, a dead sperm whale washed up on a 
beach in Indonesia. Here’s what researchers 
found in its stomach and intestines: 
• 115 plastic cups 
• 25 plastic bags 
• 4 plastic bottles 
• 2 plastic f lip-f lops 
• ± 1000 pieces of assorted plastic
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70%

IN 2017, 70% OF ALL CLOTHING 
FABRIC WAS MADE OF SYNTHETIC 
THREAD, SO FROM PLASTIC!
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TP-T012: 
[tekst C1]

PLASTIC SANDWICH
By 2020, from every 10 kilo 
of plastic, 4 kilo was used for 
making packaging. And the 
plastic for packaging food 
was newly produced, because 
recycled plastic in those days 
contained too much unhealthy 
stuff.

All the packaging that was used . . .

to make this delicious 
sandwich. 
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