
 

Microplastics: sources, effects and solutions
 
Where do microplastics come from and what are their effects? Discover key facts about
microplastics and find out what solutions the EU is working on.
 
What are microplastics and where do they come from? 
 
Microplastics are tiny pieces of plastic material typically smaller than five millimetres. They can
be divided into two main categories according to their source:
 

What are the effects of microplastics? 
 
Microplastics are found in growing quantities in the ocean. According to the UN, there are as
many as 51 trillion microplastic particles in the seas, 500 times more than stars in our galaxy.
 
Microplastics found in the sea can be ingested by marine animals. The plastic then accumulates
and can end up in humans through the food chain
 
They have been found in food and drinks, including beer, honey and tap water. Not surprisingly,
plastic particles have also recently been discovered in human stool.
 
The effect on human health is as yet unknown, but plastics often contain additives, such as
stabilisers or flame-retardants, and other possibly toxic chemical substances that may be
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Primary microplastics
• Directly released in the environment as small particles

• Are estimated to represent between 15-31% of microplastics in the oceans

• Main sources: laundering of synthetic clothes (35% of primary microplastics); abrasion of
tyres through driving (28%); intentionally added microplastics in personal care products, for
example microbeads in facial scrubs (2%)

Secondary microplastics
• Originate from degradation of larger plastic objects, such as plastic bags, bottles or fishing
nets

• Account for  69-81% of microplastics found in the oceans
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https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/02/552052-turn-tide-plastic-urges-un-microplastics-seas-now-outnumber-stars-our-galaxy
http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC110629/jrc110629_final.pdf


harmful to the animal or human ingesting them.
 
What solutions is the EU working on?
 
In September 2018, MEPs approved a plastics strategy that aims to increase the recycling rate
of plastic waste in the EU. In addition, they called on the European Commission to introduce an
EU-wide ban on intentionally added microplastics in products such as cosmetics and
detergents by 2020, and to take measures to minimise the release of microplastics from textiles,
tyres, paint and cigarette butts.
 
In October 2018, Parliament backed an EU ban on certain single-use plastic products that
are widely found in the seas and that already have available, non-plastic substitutes. MEPs
added oxo-degradable plastics to the list of items to be banned. Oxo-degradable plastics are
conventional plastics that break easily down into tiny pieces due to additives and contribute to
microplastic pollution in the oceans.
 
In 2015, Parliament voted in favour of a restriction of light-weight plastic bags in the EU.
 
Find out more
European Chemical Agency: microplastics
Fact sheet on microplastics
European Commission website on microplastic pollution
Briefing: plastics in a circular economy
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http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20180830STO11347/eu-strategy-to-cut-plastic-waste-more-recycling-ban-on-micro-plastics
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20180830STO11347/eu-strategy-to-cut-plastic-waste-more-recycling-ban-on-micro-plastics
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20181005STO15110/plastic-in-the-ocean-the-facts-effects-and-new-eu-rules
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20150424IPR45708/meps-clamp-down-on-wasteful-use-of-plastic-carrier-bags
https://echa.europa.eu/hot-topics/microplastics
http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC110629/jrc110629_final.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/research/sam/index.cfm?pg=pollution
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/603940/EPRS_BRI(2017)603940_EN.pdf


Concerns over the impact of microplastics are increasing
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Video
https://www.multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/microplastic-pollution_N01-PUB-181119-MPLAS_ev
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