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Balloons as Litter: What goes up, will come down! 

A Unique Form of Litter! 
 

“Balloons are the only item people actually buy to create litter.” 
“Balloons don’t really go to Heaven” 

  

(Photo from Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission) (Photo from Tuesday O’Hara Fund) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Balloons are a unique form of litter: one of the very few items that people buy to release into the environment; believed to be a way to get messages to Heaven?

http://www.tuesdayoharafund.co.uk/balloons.php�


1,500,000 
 
 

In 1986, Cleveland’s attempt to set  a 
world record resulted in  

 

1.5 million balloons that:    
 

•   shut down the nearby airport 
 

•   blanketed Lake Erie 
 

•   spooked horses 
 

•  interrupted a Coast Guard search 
and  

    rescue of two missing boaters. 

Photos from The Plain Dealer 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A mass balloon release gone horribly wrong. 

http://www.cleveland.com/remembers/index.ssf/2011/08/balloonfest_1986_the_spectacle.html�
http://photos.cleveland.com/plain-dealer/�


Balloons: A Unique Form of Litter 

In 1994 Disney broke the World Record for the largest balloon release  

1,592, 744   
 

Watermark Event Management 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The World Record for the largest balloon release was broken by Disney in 1994 – the World Record still stands. The Watermark Team were appointed to manage the release which included inflating 1,592, 744 balloons simultaneously (2,000 helpers were brought in for the task)! �From Balloons Blow: Good news! We contacted Guinness Book of World Records concerning a future 25k balloon release who's organizer planned to set a record. Below is the email from Guinness. We were confident that would not allow this, but it's great to see it in writing! �Dear Chelsea,�We no longer recognize this record, precisely because of environmental concerns you’ve outlined. �If we do receive evidence for this record attempt, we would not approve the record as we do not sanction or encourage this activity in any way.�Thank you�Guinness World Records NA, Inc.

http://www.watermark-events.com/recordbreaking_disney.html�


United States  38,535   
India   14351   
Ecuador     8571  
Dominican Republic    5736  
Canada     5636  
Brazil      5110  
Puerto Rico     2877  

California 7640 * 
Florida  5702 * 
New York 5421 * 
Texas  3337   
New Jersey 1829  
Virginia    808 * 
 

Balloons as Litter: The Numbers 

93,913  
 

Balloons collected on world beaches in one day- 2011 ICC 

* States with current balloon legislation 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
93,913-that’s how many balloons were recorded during the 2011 worldwide beach cleanup International Coastal Cleanup. US leads in world 



United States      4 
India     43.5 
 Ecuador    41.5 
Dominican Republic   67 
Canada      3 
Brazil       4 
Puerto Rico    18 

California   3.8  * 
Florida    5.6 * 
New York 20.6 * 
Texas  14.5 
New Jersey 17.4 
Virginia+    2 .4* 
 

Balloons as Litter: The Numbers 
Balloons  Per Mile  

Based on 2011 ICC Results 
 

Worldwide = 4.52 balloons per mile  

* States with current balloon legislation 
 

+ Reported miles of Virginia cleaned =337 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
93,913-that’s how many balloons were recorded during the 2011 worldwide beach cleanup. US leads in world 



Balloons as Litter: Sources 
Mass Releases 

Celebrations 
Weddings 

Political Rallies 
Memorial Services 

Sporting Events 
Store Openings 

Marketing Event 
Schools 

Non-Profits 

Single, low number 
(accidental?) releases 

Restaurants 
Real Estate Companies 

Grocery Stores 
Fairs and Festivals 

Car Dealerships 
Parades 



Balloons as Litter: Latex Balloons 
Biodegradable, Natural Latex! 

• Produced from the sap of the 
rubber tree 
 

• Made from 100% organic 
material and it’s 100% 
biodegradable 
 

• Stress and exposure assist the 
decomposition cycle 
 

• Research has shown that under 
similar conditions latex 
decomposes as quickly as an oak 
leaf. ~Balloon Council 

http://www.balloonhq.com/BalloonCouncil/facts.html�


Research shows that most of these latex balloons -- the ones that 
are well-tied and have no structural flaws -- rise to an altitude of 
about five miles, where they freeze, breaking into spaghetti-like 
pieces that scatter as they return to earth. ~ The Balloon Council 

Balloons as Litter: Latex Balloons 



Balloons as Litter: Latex Balloons 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Squid, a prey source for many marine animals



Balloons as Litter: Latex Balloons 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This demonstrates that a burst latex balloon in the water can easily be mistaken for a squid, seajelly or other prey items. 



• Approximately 10,000 red balloons were released March 2, 2011 by 
gaming company in San Francisco 
 

• Bad weather prevented balloons from getting far off the ground 
 

• Company promised to clean up the mess 
 ~SFGate.com 

Balloons as Litter: A Mass Release Gone Wrong 

Photo: Lacy Atkins, The Chronicle 
Photo: Mathew Grimm, Special To The Chronicle 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Approximately 10,000 red balloons were released March 2, 2011, during a promotional event sponsored by game publisher THQ during which they had people rally to demonstrate against the North Korean regime and the treatment of its citizens. They launched upwards of 10,000 balloons to simulate a method used by South Korea to send messages of hope to the North. ~SFGate.com

http://www.sfgate.com/default/article/Balloon-stunt-in-S-F-draws-anger-criticism-2457305.php�
http://www.sfgate.com/default/article/Balloon-stunt-in-S-F-draws-anger-criticism-2457305.php�


A statement from THQ assured concerned 
bayside residents that the balloons released 
"were made from a 100% organic product and 
are 100% biodegradable," with no history of 
causing environmental pollution. 
~Sfgate.com 

Balloons as Litter: A Mass Release Gone Wrong 

Photo: Andrea Swenson Dunlap 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many organizations quote the balloon council when justifying balloon releases



Balloons as Litter: Mylar? 
(plastic) 

• “Metalization" of plastic sheeting that has given us foil balloons 
comes directly out of the NASA Space Mission 

• The balloon industry refers to them as "foil" balloons, because 
they are made of nylon sheet, coated on one side with 
polyethylene and metallized on the other. 
~http://www.balloonhq.com/faq/making.html 

All Photos VAQS 



Balloons as Litter: Foil, Metallic 

Pbs.org 

asnailsodyssey.com 

Sea turtles love jellies! 



Dr. Mike Dawson 

Balloons as Litter: Foil, Metallic 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So why would a sea turtle or any marine animal eat something like a plastic bag or balloon? One reason the Chesapeake Bay is important for sea turtles is that we have one of their favorite prey items – jellyfish.  Can you see how a plastic bag or a balloon could resemble a jellyfish?    



Kathy O’Hara 

Balloons as Litter: Foil, Metallic 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So why would a sea turtle or any marine animal eat something like a plastic bag or balloon? One reason the Chesapeake Bay is important for sea turtles is that we have one of their favorite prey items – jellyfish.  Can you see how a plastic bag or a balloon could resemble a jellyfish?    



Balloons as Litter: Foil, Metallic 



Balloons as Litter: Foil, Metallic 

The New Jersey Osprey Project 



The most recent outage occurred on June 1, when a Mylar 
balloon became tangled in power lines near Scholl Canyon 
Park, leaving over 14-hundred residents without power for 
more than 25 minutes. ~City of Glendale Water and Power 

Last year, metallic balloons that drifted into 
PG&E power lines caused nearly 300 outages, 
affecting electric service to more than 150,000 
customers throughout Northern and Central 
California. ~www.sanluisobispo.com/2012/03/10/1984463/mylar-
balloons-are-hazardous-to.html 

Balloons as Litter: Mylar, Foil, Metallic 

PHOENIX - Nearly 5,000 customers 
were left without power 
Wednesday, and APS thinks a 
Mylar balloon may have tripped a 
power line. ~ 
http://www.myfoxphoenix.com/story/18661115/2012
/05/30/stray-balloon-may-be-cause-of-power-outage 

PG&E 

Ivnews.info 

A metallic party balloon is blamed for causing a power 
outage in southwest neighborhoods of El Centro on 
Wednesday afternoon, leaving hundreds of homes and 
businesses without air conditioning as temperatures 
hovered around 110 degrees. ~ivnews.info 

http://www.smartgridnews.com/artman/publish/Business_Consumer_Engagement/7-lovable-things-utilities-do-5516.html�


Balloons as Litter: Attachments 

VAQS 

VAQS 

VAQS 

CVW 

Balloons Blow 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Attachments found on balloons are usually plastic and can also cause entanglement and choking/intestinal blockage in animals.Top left: Light the Night balloon with light and wire attachment; middle: balloons with plastic string and plastic attachments; top right: Burger King balloons with plastic valves attached; bottom left: balloon with plastic string and plastic covered note attachment; bottom right: Krispy Kreme balloon with plastic attachment and cotton string



Balloons as Litter: Attachments 

(Photo from Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Not just balloons but ribbons, strings, and other attachments Kemp’s ridley sea turtle affected by balloon string. Had there been no attachment, there would have been no entanglement



Balloons as Litter: Attachments 

Virginia Aquarium Stranding Response Program 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Not just balloons but ribbons, strings, and other attachments Cormorant affected by balloon string. Had there been no attachment, there would have been no entanglement. 



Balloons as Litter: Attachments 

Christine McGuinness 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Not just balloons but ribbons, strings, and other attachments Types of animals impactedDo we know the extent? Is anyone compiling this data? 

http://www.birdguides.com/webzine/article.asp?a=1490�


Balloons as Litter: Plastic Balloons 

Former North Korean defectors living in South Korea release balloons containing snacks 
called “Choco Pie” and anti-Pyongyang leaflets towards the North near the demilitarized 
zone separating the two Koreas in Ganghwa, northwest of Seoul. (Lee Jae-Won/Reuters) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A strange type of balloon, plastic = litter.

http://darkroom.baltimoresun.com/2012/04/april-24-photo-brief-graphic-poaching-murdoch-mafia-hunger-games-in-utah/former-north-korean-defectors-living-in-south-korea-release-balloons-containing-snacks-called-choco-pie-and-anti-pyongyang-leaflets-near-dmz-i�


Balloons as Litter: Weather Balloons? 

• In 1999, more than 440,000 soundings were made from 992 stations 
outside the US 

• The US NWS releases about 75,000 radiosondes each year 
• More than half a million radiosondes are launched around the world 

every year 

Virginia Aquarium Stranding Response Program Radiosonde Museum of North America 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The numbers of radiosondes launched are staggering. Dabberdt and Shellhorn et al report that in 1999, more than 440,000 soundings (the proper name for a radiosonde voyage) were made from 992 stations outside the US.  The US National Weather Service releases about 75,000 radiosondes each year not including the radiosonde flights made from military research-and-development facilities and for other specialized scientific purposes. In total, more than half a million radiosondes are launched around the world every year. ~ http://radiosondemuseum.org/what-is-a-radiosonde/This endangered Kemp’s ridley sea turtle was found on Wreck Island, Virginia on May 10, 2009 by the Virginia Aquarium Stranding Response Program. The animal had become entangled in the cotton string from this weather instrument. 

http://radiosondemuseum.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/WhatIsARadiosonde.jpg�


• loggerhead sea turtle*** 
• Kemp’s ridley sea turtle**** 
• green sea turtle*** 
• hawksbill sea turtle**** 
• leatherback sea turtle**** 
• pygmy sperm whale* 
• northern gannet 
• Guadalupe fur seal***(MMPA depleted) 
• laughing gull 
• common dolphin* 
• Risso’s dolphin* 
• blue shark** 
• northern fulmar+ 
• western gull 
• cormorant 
• petrel 
• guillemot 
• rusty blackbird 
• swift 
• anhinga 
• osprey 
 

Balloons as Litter: Impacts on Wildlife 

References: Virginia Aquarium, BalloonsBlow.org, UK Rivers Network, Clean 
Virginia Waterways and more 

Blair Witherington 

+moderate concern (N. America) 
*protected (MMPA); may become threatened with 
extinction (CITES App II)    
** near threatened  (IUCN) 
*** threatened  (ESA) 
**** endangered  (ESA) 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
While putting together this talk, I found latex or foil balloon interaction photos or documentation of each of the species listed above. Many of these animals are listed and/or protected.



Balloons as Litter: Cause and Effect? 

Virginia Aquarium Stranding Response Program 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A juvenile green sea turtle stranded on September 20, 2008 in Virginia Beach. The animal was lethargic and very thin. Radiographs revealed an distended esophagus. Three esophagoscopies were performed to remove the debris and rotting food from the animal’s esophagus. Several pieces of plastic and latex balloon were removed. This debris was a certain cause of this animals debilitation. Had VAQS not intervened, this animal would have starved to death. Debris as cause of injury or death can often be a difficult thing to prove because often, the animal is already dead and decomposing. 



Balloons as Litter: Cause and Effect? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A juvenile green sea turtle stranded on September 20, 2008 in Virginia Beach. The animal was lethargic and very thin. Radiographs revealed an distended esophagus. Three esophagoscopies were performed to remove the debris and rotting food from the animal’s esophagus. Several pieces of plastic and latex balloon were removed. This debris was a certain cause of this animals debilitation. Had VAQS not intervened, this animal would have starved to death. Debris as cause of injury or death can often be a difficult thing to prove because often, the animal is already dead and decomposing. 



                 October 21                             November 3             November 10     

             December 19                              January 14                  March 16   

Balloons as Litter: Cause and Effect? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A juvenile green sea turtle stranded on September 20, 2008 in Virginia Beach. The animal was lethargic and very thin. Radiographs revealed an distended esophagus. Three esophagoscopies were performed to remove the debris and rotting food from the animal’s esophagus. Several pieces of plastic and latex balloon were removed. This debris was a certain cause of this animals debilitation. Had VAQS not intervened, this animal would have starved to death. Debris as cause of injury or death can often be a difficult thing to prove because often, the animal is already dead and decomposing. 



Balloons as Litter: Cause and Effect? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These pieces of plastic and latex balloon were found inside the gastrointestinal tracts of these juvenile green turtles. In all cases, the cause of death was undetermined.



Balloons as Litter: The Industry 
National & International Associations 
 

“Social Expression Products” 

Classes, Schools 
and Academies 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The balloon industry is a massive network of businesses and organizations. At the time that TBC was established, several state legislatures were considering well-intentioned but ill-conceived laws, which would have severely limited consumers rights to obtain full enjoyment from balloons. These legislative attempts were based on rumor, inaccurate news reports and "expert" assertions. ~The Balloon Council

http://www.ibaonline.net/Default.aspx�
http://theballooncouncil.org/�
http://www.balloonhq.com/�
http://www.bapiaonline.com/�
http://www.balloonartists.com.au/�
http://theballooncouncil.org/smartpractices.html�
http://www.ibaonline.net/Default.aspx?TabName=September+is+International+Balloon+Month�


Balloon 
Manufacturers 
and Suppliers 

Ribbons, weights, 
inserts, etc 

manufacturers 
and suppliers 

Helium 
products 

and suppliers 
Balloons as Litter: The Industry 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The balloon industry is a massive network of businesses and organizations. 

http://www.anagramintl.com/�
http://www.qualatex.com/�
http://www.hi-float.com/�
http://www.betallic.com/�
http://www.betallic.com/�
http://www.ctiindustries.com/�
http://www.conwinonline.com/�
http://www.classic-balloon.com/�
http://www.balloontime.com/�
http://www.pbcintl.com/�
http://www.premiumballoon.com/�
http://www.westernenterprises.com/�
http://www.shoremfg.com/�
http://www.partycity.com/�
http://www.magmover.com/�
http://www.giab.com/�
http://www.berwickindustries.com/�
http://usballoon.com/�


A Palestinian woman prepares to release a bunch of balloons with foreign peace 
activists,… during a Nakba rally in the West Bank town of al-Ram, on the outskirts of 
Jerusalem. (ABBAS MOMANI/AFP/Getty Images)  

Balloons as Litter: An Emotional Subject 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Balloons are often released as a result of an emotional event: a person’s death, sickness, a non-profit event, etc. Often, discouraging the participants from releasing balloons is seen as an attack on their event and cause. 



Balloons as Litter: An Emotional Subject 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Once an individual or group has reached the point of organizing an event, it is often too late to discourage the release. This is why education is so important and offering satisfactory alternatives is equally as important. 



Balloons as Litter: Offering Alternatives 

Plant a Tree 
Plant a Butterfly Garden 
Blow Bubbles 
Use streamers or pinwheels 
Don’t use helium 
Mass Balloon Pop 
Indoor balloon release 
Candle light vigil 
Release a rehabilitated bird (work with  
 local wildlife rehabilitators) 
Dedicate a park bench 
 



Sky Lanterns are not a safe alternative! 
Most are made of thin paper wrapped around a wire or bamboo 
frame. When an attached candle or other heat source warms the air 
inside, they rise and float away. 
 
• Cause fires, burns 
• Can entangle animals 
• Animals ingest the left over metal 
• Can be mistaken for coastal distress  
     flares 
• (and are illegal in several states  
     including Virginia) 

Balloons as Litter: Offering Alternatives 



Balloons as Litter: Environmental Responsibility 

All photos taken by VAQS 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The image in the center is a small piece of latex balloon found in the gastrointestinal (GI) tract of a green sea turtle. We were unable to identify the business in question. Shortly after a similar piece was found in the GI of another sea turtle, the business was identified and informed of our finding. Within a few months the business stopped handing out balloons, nationally. Should businesses and organizations that litter our environment be held responsible? Should the Balloon Industry be funding cleanup and education efforts? We believe so! 



Balloons as Litter: Balloon Release Laws 
State - Legislative History  
 
Balloon release bans were passed at the state level in several 
states including: 
 
- Connecticut (1990)* (10 or more)  
- Florida (1990)* (10 or more)  
- Tennessee (1990)* (25 or more)  
- California (1990) (foil only)* 
- Virginia (1991) (50 or more) 
*Before the Balloon Council (TBC) was formed 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
http://www.theballooncouncil.org/Legislative-Issues.html#Fed-current



Since its inception, TBC has been successful in defeating restrictions in: 
- California (2008) 
- Hawaii 
- Maryland (defeated in 2007) 
- Massachusetts (bill currently pending) 
- New Hampshire (defeated in 2007) 
- New Jersey 
- New York (bill currently pending) (25 or more) 
- Pennsylvania 
- Washington 
- Wisconsin 

Balloons as Litter: Balloon Release Laws 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
http://www.theballooncouncil.org/Legislative-Issues.html#Fed-current



Balloons as Litter: Virginia Law 
§ 29.1-556.1. Release of certain balloons prohibited; civil penalty. 
 
• Within a one-hour period fifty or more balloons  
• That are made of a nonbiodegradable or 

nonphotodegradable material or any material which 
requires more than five minutes’ contact with air or 
water to degrade  

• Inflated with a substance which is lighter than air.  

Bryan Hanks  Kinston.com Flickr user paulasli Ourlonghaul blog 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
http://www.longwood.edu/cleanva/balloonlaws.htmhttp://ww2.roanoke.com/editorials/commentary/wb/244405/A Day of Remembrance at Virginia Tech, a horrible tragedy and an emotional day, but the balloon releases are illegal. 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/photos-pixs/3451739652/in/pool-va-tech-shooting�
http://bhanks.encblogs.com/?p=604�
http://bhanks.encblogs.com/?author=1�
http://ourlonghaul.blogspot.com/2012_04_01_archive.html�


What is helium used for besides balloons? 
 
Helium “is inert and has extreme melting and boiling points” 
 
• Medical Equipment (MRI) 
• Scientific (Cryogenics) 
• Construction (Arc welders) 

Balloons as Litter: Helium Shortage 

Why is there a helium shortage? 
 
In the essence of time: Google It! 



Balloons as Litter: Where Do We Go From Here? 

1. Alliance for Balloon Education 
2. Virginia Aquarium and Clean Virginia Waterways 

partner to study balloon litter in Virginia. 



Alliance for Balloon Education 

1. Create a White Paper 
2. Create a Website 

1. Information 
2. Resources 
3. Images 
4. Success Stories 
5. Pledges 
6. Action Items 
7. Social Media 

3. Recruit Members 
1. Businesses 
2. Non-Profits 
3. Clubs 
4. Groups 
5. Anyone 

The Alliance for Balloon Education's (ABE) mission is to prevent the mass 
releases of balloons, and prevent balloons and their attachments from entering 
the environment by providing education, alternatives and resources. 

www.AllianceforBalloonEducation.org 



Virginia Litter Study 

• Clean Virginia Waterways 
and Virginia Aquarium 
collaborate to study balloon 
litter for 2 years 
 
• Created a datasheet and 
online form for data entry 
 
• Advertised to people and 
organizations in Virginia who 
spend time in the field  
 

• Request balloon and 
attachment types, balloon 
status (burst or deflated), 
locations, business names, 
colors and photos.  



Virginia Litter Study 



Interesting finds: 
Foil vs. Latex 
 Latex : 323 (39%) 
 Foil: 500 (61%) 
Attachments 
 479 had no attachments (58%) 
Burst vs deflated 
 Latex burst with no attachment: 26 (8%) 
 Latex deflated with no attachment: 144 (45%) 
 (Total Latex Balloons: 323) 
  Industry claims that latex balloons burst into  
  fragments when released 
 
 

Virginia Litter Study 



Virginia Litter Study (future?) 



Balloons as Litter: Innovate, Educate 
not 

V 

http://katieballoons.com/�


Balloons as Litter: Questions? 
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