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Turns out our water is full of microplastics,
and we’re drinking them up

22nd August 2019, ABC Triple J Hack: https://www.abc.net.au/triplej/programs/hack/
world-health-organisation-report-says-water-full-microplastics/11436168

The world produces about 400 million tonnes of plastic every year and the figure is increasing  
exponentially. Now a World Health Organisation report confirms microscopic particles, fibres, 
flakes and specks of plastic are finding their way into the water billions of people drink.

We don’t know enough to categorically say whether the microplastics in our environment are 
making us sick, but this should not be reason for complacency, the report says.

Global plastic production is predicted to double by 2025 and more than triple by 2050.

An unprecendented number of plastic particles are being flushed into our waterways every day - 
microbeads from toothpaste, fibres from clothes, specks from shoes and cars tyres, even plastic 
from wastewater treatment plants - and the amount is increasing rapidly.

It’s estimated the average person already ingests around 2,000 microplastic particles a week - 
around five grams, or the weight of a credit card.

Since the middle of last century, microplastics have found their way everywhere - even as far away 
as Antarctica, the Arctic and the remote peaks of the European Alps. On the Norwegian Arctic 
archipelago of Svalbard, concentrations are as high as 14,400 particles of plastic per litre. A snow 
sample gathered near a rural road in Bavaria had 154,000 particles per litre.

The WHO report aims to set out what the hell this is doing to our bodies, and recommend  
solutions to the emerging problem.
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How much is there?

Microplastic concentrations in rivers and lakes range from 4.7 particles per litre (Three Gorges 
Reservoir in China) to about 1 particle per 20 litres (the Rhine River in Europe).

In bottled drinking water, however, recorded concentrations were far, far higher.

A 2018 study of bottled mineral water found concentrations of about 5,000 particles per litre in 
reusable plastic bottles and up to 6,000 in glass.

The report also found that although wastewater treatment removes most particles, millions still 
make it through the filters and back into the water supply.

A Scottish study found that a wastewater treatment plant removing 98.4 per cent of microplastics  
still released 65 million of these particles each day into the water supply - equivalent to 100  
particles per person per day (with each person using 120 litres of water per day).

The concentration in drinking water can go up after storm events and heavy rainfall, which wash 
microplastics into reservoirs, temporarily bypassing wastewater treatment.

Rates also tend to be higher downstream of effluent discharge, and in areas near densely  
populated urban centres, the report found.

PHOTO: Microplastics are small pieces of plastic less than 5mm. - Getty

Where’s it all coming from?

The report names a few sources:

• Road surface run-off from the breakdown of road-marking paints and tyre wear debris
• Fibres released from textiles due to wear-and-tear and washing
• Abrasion from the shoe soles and artificial turf (known collectively as ‘city dust’)
• Agricultural plastics used for mulching
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• Cosmetic microbeads
• Disintegrated parts of consumer products flushed down toilets and sinks
• Nurdles - also known as pre-production pellets - are the raw material of the plastic industry. 

They’re made into bottles, bags, straws, and so on
• Degraded fishing nets and other ‘macroplastic debris’ in the ocean
• Treatment plants themselves - their components and pipes are made from plastic and can 

erode or degrade, contributing to the problem
• The bottles and caps of bottled water

PHOTO: Routes by which plastics and microplastics enter and move in the freshwater environment. - Supplied: WHO

How are they getting into our bodies?

Through pretty much everything you can imagine, according to the report.

We ingest microplastics both from the food we eat (fish and shellfish are particularly high in  
particles, but even sea salt, honey and beer are culprits), and from the way we eat (you’re  
probably eating parts of that plastic fork, cup, or plate).

We also ingest them through - wait for it - breathing.

Microplastics are in the air; an experiment conducted in Paris found up to 60 fibres per square 
metre indoors, and up to 1.5 fibres per square metre outdoors.

One study estimated we are exposed to up to 68,000 particles of microplastic a year just from the 
dust that falls on our meals.

What does this mean for our health?

While humans have ingested plastic particles for decades, what they do to our bodies has not 
been well studied, the report says.

Risks include the toxicity of the particles themselves, (this depends on their size and the type of 
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plastic), of the additives incorporated into the plastics, and of the pollutants they accumulate (or 
‘sorb’) from the environment in which they circulate.

The report states: “There is insufficient information to draw firm conclusions on potential risk  
associated with exposure to particles at this time. However, the polymers comprising microplastic 
particles are generally considered to be inert when ingested and the limited evidence on particle 
kinetics suggests that a large fraction of microplastics pass through the digestive system without 
uptake.

“Overall, there does not seem to be any reliable information at this time that would suggest any 
overt health concerns associated with microplastic particles.”

It calls for more research: “No reliable information suggests it is a concern.”

When it came to chemicals (both additives and sorbed pollutants), the report found that exposure 
represented a “low concern for human health”.

Another risk is ‘biofilms’ - microorganisms that attach to and colonise the particles, allowing the 
organisms to travel long distances and better resist chemical treatment.

The report states: “The possibility that pathogens could invade new localities, and natural, 
non-pathogenic microorganisms could potentially acquire and spread antimicrobial resistance 
genes are issues of concern that need to be further studied.”

What do we do?

Whether or not microplastics are a risk to human health, it’s still a good idea to remove them from 
the environment, the report says.

One solution is to install and optimise wastewater treatment and other processes that remove  
microplastics from water sources. Another is to use less plastic. More than 60 countries are  
already taxing or banning single-use plastics and countries such as the UK and US have  
developed legislation to eliminate plastic microbeads in personal care product such as scrubs and 
toothpaste.

In March, Ministers of Environment from 157 countries committed to significantly reduce  
single-use plastic products by 2030.

Another is to recycle more. Researchers have estimated that only 9 per cent of plastic ever  
produced has been recycled, and that, without action by 2050, there will be 12 billion tonnes of 
plastic in landfills and the environment.

In this, Australia has been a pretty bad offender. Only a small proportion of plastic waste  
produced in the country is recycled. Most is shipped overseas, where it often finds its way into 
oceans and rivers. Here, it can break down and become microplastics.

Summarising the findings, the WHO Department of Public Health Director Dr Maria Neira said, 
“we urgently need to know more about the health impact of microplastics.”

“They are everywhere,” she continued.

“We also need to stop the rise in plastic pollution worldwide.”


