
Microplastics are tiny fragments, pellets or fibres of plastics with a size 
 of ≤ 5 mm. Most of them are smaller than a grain of sand and invisible to the naked 
eye. They are the most abundant form of solid-waste pollution and have been found 
in all oceans, on all continents and even in the deep sea where their concentration is 
now four times higher than in coastal waters. 

 

Ingredients of the plastic soup 

When plastic debris degrades into smaller fragments (below left) it releases toxic addi-

tives such as plasticizers, dyes, flame retardants or bisphenol A (BPA) into the water.  

Many cosmetics such as face scrubs, body washes or toothpaste contain microbeads 

as abrasive scrubbers (below centre). These tiny plastic particles cannot be filtered out 
by sewage plants and are washed into rivers and oceans. 

Plastic resin pellets (below right) are the raw material in the manufacture of plastic 
products. At the factories and during the transport they are often spilled in large 
numbers and end up in the ocean where they are a major contributor to marine de-
bris and almost impossible to clean up.  
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An average consumer discards 
2.4 mg of microplastics daily. 

Four billion minute fibres could be 
littering each square kilometre of  
some of the world’s deep seas. 

Plastic resin pellets can be up to  
1 million times more toxic than the 
surrounding seawater. 

Every time a synthetic garment is 
washed, it releases about 1900  
microplastic fibres that bypass  
sewage filters and end up in the ocean. 

   Microplastics

For more information  
or to get involved visit:  
www.tangaroablue.org 

Top  
left: Tiny  
plastic frag- 
ments litter the sand like confetti. Top 
right: Mistaken for fish eggs, plastic resin 
pellets are often ingested by animals, 
blocking their guts or leading to starvation 
since the animal feels full. Credit: Blue Ocean 

Green Earth Project; onemoregeneration.org 

Toxic carriers 

Fragments of plastic debris, mi-
crobeads, synthetic fibres and 
plastic resin pellets form a plas-
tic soup. In addition to the toxins 
that are released by degrading 
plastics, microplastics also ad-
sorb chemicals from the sea wa-
ter such as pesticides and deter-
gents on their surface, making 
them highly toxic particles. When 
eaten by plankton, crabs, mus-
sels or small fish these chemicals 
enter the food chain, leach into 
the tissues of the animals and 
can accumulate. Predators and 
eventually humans could then 
ingest high levels of toxins, pos-
sibly causing cancer or damage 
to the nervous system and sev-
eral organs. Credit: Angelika Volz 
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