
MICROPLASTICS have been found throughout the human body, includ ing inside lungs, blood
and brains, and while it is not yet clear how harm ful they are to our health, some research ers
are sound ing the alarm.

These tiny pieces of plastic have been detec ted almost every where on Earth, from the deep est
oceans to the highest moun tains, as well as in the air, water, soil and food chain.
Every day, humans ingest, inhale or come in con tact with micro plastics, which are less than
5mm and mostly invis ible to the naked eye.
“A human in 2024 has plastic in almost all the organs of their body,” French spe cial ist
researcher Fabi enne Lagarde recently told a hear ing of France’s Par lia ment.
“And it will prob ably be even worse for the chil dren born in 2040,” she added.
Numer ous stud ies have linked the pres ence of micro plastics — or nano plastics which are
1,000 times smal ler — to a range of health prob lems. In March, a study in the ‘New Eng land
Journal of Medi cine’ found an asso ci ation between micro plastics accu mu lat ing in people’s
blood ves sels and an increased risk of heart attack, stroke or even early death.
RED FLAG
“The body of research on micro plastics is grow ing and it is already show ing us that the health
impacts are very con cern ing,” said Tracey Wood ru�, a researcher at the Uni versity of Cali for -
nia, San Fran cisco. Wood ru� recently con duc ted a sys tem atic review of 2,000 stud ies on
anim als and found that that micro plastics “can harm fer til ity, are linked to increased can cer
risk and can harm res pir at ory health.”
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It is a “red �ag” that micro plastics have been found in so many areas of the body, “includ ing
the brain, testes and even cross ing the pla centa into the foetus”, she added.
Many of the most wor ry ing stud ies, such as the one from March, have been obser va tional.
This means they can not prove micro plastics are caus ing the health prob lems they have been
linked to.
Oth ers have been con duc ted in the lab, some times test ing on anim als, which some observ ers
see as a lim it a tion.
For the stud ies she reviewed, Wood ru� said the bio lo gical sys tems of the anim als were “quite
sim ilar to humans”.
She added that “data from anim als has been used to identify car ci no gens and repro duct ive
tox ic ants for dec ades”.
Many things remain unknown about how micro plastics could a�ect health, includ ing the role
played by their size, shape and com pos i tion.
Many plastics are a com plex cock tail of poly mers and chem ic als, and there are fears they
could smuggle in other con tam in ants in what is called the “Tro jan Horse” e�ect.
PLASTIC POLLUTION TREATY?
Out of the more than 16,000 chem ic als used or found in com mer cial plastic, more than a
quarter are con sidered haz ard ous to human health, accord ing to a group called the Sci ent ists’
Coali tion for an E�ect ive Plastics Treaty.
Linked health con cerns include “infer til ity, obesity and non-com mu nic able dis eases, includ -
ing dia betes, car di ovas cu lar dis ease and many can cers”, the group said.
How dam aging all this tiny plastic is to health also depends on how much humans are
exposed to, which also remains unclear.
A report from the World Wild life Fund made head lines in 2019 by estim at ing that people
ingest around 5g of plastic a week, the equi val ent of a credit card.
The meth od o logy and res ults of the report have since been called into ques tion, with numer -
ous stud ies estim at ing lower levels of inges ted plastic — and show ing that rates vary hugely
across the world.
It is still early days for the �eld, with research into how micro plastics impact health only
begin ning in the early 2000s.
“Des pite the new ness of the topic and the lim it a tions that have been iden ti �ed, the dangers
linked to oral expos ure and inhal a tion are there,” Mur iel Mer cier-Bonin, a researcher at
France’s INRAE insti tute, told the French Par lia ment.
And the prob lem is only grow ing. Plastic pro duc tion has doubled in 20 years and at cur rent
rates could triple by 2060, accord ing to the Organ isa tion for Eco nomic Cooper a tion and
Devel op ment.
The United Nations has agreed to work towards a global treaty to reduce plastic pol lu tion,
with nego ti at ors meet ing in a month for a �nal round of talks.
In the mean time, experts recom mend people limit their expos ure to micro plastics by avoid ing
plastic bottles, not heat ing food in plastic con tain ers, wear ing clothes made of nat ural mater -
ial and vent il at ing their home.
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