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SPOTLIGHT ON MICROPLASTICS 
Human exposure to microplastics is manifold, including via the air we 
breathe, the food we eat, or the products we use. Many consumer products 
now incorporate “microplastics”, tiny particles ranging in size from a 
few millimetres down to microscopic “nanoplastics” the size of bacteria. 
Microplastics are often added deliberately to both plastic and non-plastic 
products, like the small plastic fragments that enhance the function of 
exfoliating scrubs and toothpastes, or the plastic “microbeads” used to make 
sunscreen spread more evenly. 

In addition, microplastics form when plastic materials break down in the 
environment [1] [2].  Moreover, because they accumulate in animals such as fish 
and aquatic invertebrates, they directly enter our food chain, posing a potential 
danger to human health. 

Microplastics now constitute “a major potential threat to global aquatic 
ecosystems” [2] at an almost unimaginable scale.

• A study by researchers at the University of Newcastle, Australia, suggested 
that people may be ingesting 5 grams of microplastics each week—about the 
amount of plastic in a credit card [3].   

• In 2013, scientists estimated that already more than five trillion plastics 
particles float in our oceans, most of them microplastics [4]. 

• Scientists at Ghent University, Belgium recently found that the average 
European shellfish consumer ingests 6,400 microplastics per year [5].

• A 2018 investigation of bottled drinking water, testing more than 250 
samples from nine countries, found that 90% were contaminated by 
plastics—primarily polypropylene (54%), nylon (16%) and polyethylene or PET 
(6%) [6]. These results prompted the World Health Organization (WHO) to 
initiate a review of the risks of microplastics in drinking water [7]. Following 
this first review, the WHO highlighted the need for more research on the 
health effects of microplastics and has called for a “crackdown on plastic 
pollution” [8].  

The Dutch organisation ZonMw recently launched a series of 15 research projects 
to study the potential impacts on human health [9]. Meanwhile, in January 2019, 
the European Chemicals Agency (ECHA) proposed a restriction on intentionally 
added microplastics, which it hopes will prevent the release of 500,000 tonnes of 
microplastics over the next 20 years [10].  

1. Plastic Soup Foundation, “FAQ: Microplastics and Microbeads in 
Cosmetics,” Beat the Microbead. https://www.beatthemicrobead.
org/faq/ (accessed Jun. 23, 2020).

2. F. M. Windsor, R. M. Tilley, C. R. Tyler, and S. J. Ormerod, 
“Microplastic ingestion by riverine macroinvertebrates,”Science of 
The Total Environment, vol. 646, pp. 68–74, Jan. 2019, doi: 10.1016/j.
scitotenv.2018.07.271.

3. WWF, “Assessing Plastic Ingestion from Nature to People.” 2019, 
[Online]. Available: https://wwwwwfse.cdn.triggerfish. cloud/
uploads/2019/06/dalberg-advocacy-analysis_for-web.pdf.

4. M. Eriksen et al., “Plastic Pollution in the World’s Oceans: More 
than 5 Trillion Plastic Pieces Weighing over 250,000 Tons Afloat 
at Sea,” PLOS ONE, vol. 9, no. 12, p. e111913, Dec. 2014, doi: 10.1371/
journal.pone.0111913.

5. L. Van Cauwenberghe and C. R. Janssen, “Microplastics in 
bivalves cultured for human consumption,” Environ. Pollut., vol. 
193, pp. 65–70, Oct. 2014, doi: 10.1016/j.envpol.2014.06.010.

6. S. A. Mason, V. G. Welch, and J. Neratko, “Synthetic Polymer 
Contamination in Bottled Water,” Front Chem, vol. 6, Sep. 2018, 
doi: 10.3389/fchem.2018.00407.

7. G. Readfearn, “WHO launches health review after microplastics 
found in 90% of bottled water,” The Guardian, Mar. 15, 2018.

8. “WHO calls for more research into microplastics and a 
crackdown on plastic pollution.” https://www.who.int/news-
room/detail/22-08-2019-who-calls-for-more-researchinto-
microplastics-and-a-crackdown-on-plastic-pollution (accessed 
Jun. 23, 2020).

9. Plastic Soup Foundation, “Start of scientific research into the 
health risks of microplastics,” Plastic Health Coalition, Mar. 22, 
2019. https://www.plastichealthcoalition.org/press/startof-
scientific-research-into-the-health-risks-of-microplasticsdoes-
plastic-make-us-sick/ (accessed Jun. 23, 2020).

10. “Microplastics - ECHA.” https://echa.europa.eu/hot-topics/
microplastics (accessed Jun. 23, 2020).

HEAL gratefully acknowledges the financial support of the European Union (EU), the Global Greengrants Fund, and the 
Kristian Gerhard Jebsen Foundation for the production of this publication. The responsibility for the content lies with 
the authors and the views expressed in this publication do not necessarily reflect the views of the EU institutions and 
funders. The funders are not responsible for any use that may be made of the information contained in this publication. 

https://www.env-health.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/HEAL_Plastics_report_v5.pdf
https://www.env-health.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/HEAL_Plastics_report_v5.pdf

