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Abstract

The topic of Micro(nanoplastics) in the marine environment is
attracting attention because of their potential impact in sea
organisms and humans. There are several sources of Micro
(nanoplastics) such as micro and nanoparticle production or
fragmentation off bigger plastics. Nanoplastics can have a
bigger capacity to concentrate toxic compounds either asso-
ciated with its production or sorbed from the environment has
not been extensively evaluated. Indications suggest that
nanoplastics carry more toxics than microplatics (more than
million times than seawater). These nanoplastics can also
carry microorganisms. There is no harmonization of method-
ologies for sampling and analysis of micro(nanoplastics) and
there are limits in the accuracy of sizes of these particles that
can be detected. Calculation of their possible concentrations in
the environment is biased by the analytical instrumentation.
This paper summarizes the knowledge gaps in the analysis
and repercussions of micro(nanoplastics) in the environment
and organisms.
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Introduction

Plastic debris pollution is a worldwide environmental
issue that lately became an emergent contaminant and
many research topics are growing around its sources, fate
and ecological consequences with the potential

implications in human health. Synthetic polymers or
plastics were synthesized and commercialized since the
19th century. After the mid-20th century, their global
production was increasing to reach approximately 322
tonnes in 2015 (PlasticsEurope. Plastics —The Facts
2016. An Analysis of European plastics production,
demand and waste data. (Plastics Europe: Association of
Plastic Manufacturers. Available at http://www.
plasticseurope.org/Document/plastics—the-facts-2016-
15787.aspx?FollD=2). Their high durability and their
low or null biodegradation lead geologists to suggest this
era to be named as Plasticene age or Age of Plastics
[1,2]. Inadequate disposal resulted in plastic debris
even in the tropics and polar regions [3,4], with high
concentrations in the oceanic gyre, [5,6]. It is known
that most of the plastic debris found in the marine
environment originates from land-based sources [7].
Plastic debris was suggested to be classified as hazardous
materials when found in the environment [8]. Micro-
plastics (MP) have physical, chemical and biological
effects on marine organisms with potential impact in the
food web and human health [9,10]. Persistent organic
pollutants adsorbed onto MP from the North Pacific
were identify and quantify [11] and it is suggested that
these MP can release additive that are toxic compounds
such as phthalates and bisphenol A, to the environment
[12,13]. One of the consequences of the excess of
plastics used is the formation of MP and nanoplastics
(NP). The size of plastic particles is an important key in
the concentration of toxic compounds because the
smaller the plastic the bigger its capacity to adsorb
higher concentrations of contaminants [14]. Plastic
particles in a range of 50 nm can adsorb more toxic
compounds than plastic particles around 10 pm in size
[15]. The objectives of the present review are to sum-
marize the existing knowledge on micro (nano)plastics
and to outline the knowledge gaps related to their
consequences and impacts in the marine environment.

Definition of Micro(nanoplastics)

MP are synthetic polymers that are becoming the most
persistent contaminant in the marine and freshwater
environment and are produced intentionally (plastic
pellets or preproduction plastics that are raw material for
the production of bigger plastic items, microbeads in
cosmetic products, blasting abrasive, ink for 3D laser
printing) or by fragmentation of large piece of plastic
products (photodegradation or mechanically fragmen-
tation). MP are defined as particles lower than 5 mm in
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any one dimension (by the National Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration (NOAA) in Ref. [16] Arthur
et al., 2009; also in Ref. [17] GESAMP, 2015). However,
there are studies as Wagner et al., 2014 [18] that defined
NP as plastic particles < 20 um in a similar way as
nanoplankton, or as Pinto et al., 2016 [19] that decided
to use NP as <1 pum in at least one of its dimensions.
Koelemans et al., 2015 [20] defined NP as <100 nm
particles in size. In this paper, NP definition is based on
the European Commission definition of the nano-
material size that is 1—100 nm [21], differentiating
between MP and NP particles.

Sources of Micro(nanoplastics)

There are three main sources of plastic particles in
micro and nano sizes in the marine environment: 1)
Polymer nanoplarticles that are produced intentionally
for specific purposes such as cosmetic product, ink for
3D printers, drug delivery [22,23], 2) Fragmentation of
plastics due to UV photodegradation, mechanical action,
hydrolysis and microorganisms actions [24,25], and 3)
Wastewater Treatment Plants (biosolids and effluent
water) [26]. In Fig. 1, it is showed the micro and
nanoplastic particles from St. Louis River Estuary as an
example of these particles and polystyrene particles of
10 pm size.

The first source results to particles that demonstrate
totally different properties than the ones resulting from
the other two sources. For example, polystyrene (PS)
NP refers to particles at nano scale dimension with a PS
core and variable functional groups. Common function-
alized PS NP include anionic carboxylated (—COOH)
and cationic unsaturated amino (—INH3). Their chemi-
cal reactivity and particle surface charge is analogous to
these functional groups [22].

For the second source, exposure to sunlight and oxygen
are the most important factors that initiate polymer
degradation. For example, polyethylene (PE) and poly-
propylene (PP) preproduction pellets and PS,

Fig. 1

polyethylene terephthalate (PET), and polylactic acid
(PLA) plastic products, the particle size distribution
generated during degradation display and increase in
particle concentration with decreasing particle diam-
eter, and also greater variability between the replicate
measurements with increasing particle size [24]. Song
and collaborators (2017) [25] also did lab experiment
using UVand mechanical abrasion to show the formation
of NP from MP.

For the third source and one of the main sources of NP
(beads and fibers) to the marine environment are the
biosolids and effluent waters from wastewater treatment
plants to ocean, rivers, and lakes. The most relevant
nanoplastic particle is the synthetic fibers made from
different polymers. Washing synthetic cloths can result
into more than 1900 fibers per item per wash in the
sewage [27]. Because synthetic fibers are not readily
decomposed, they concentrate in sewage sludge and are
also discharged in effluents [28].

Two main techniques are currently used to determine
the presence of nanoparticles in water solutions. Coulter
counter is a conductivity based technique that can
identify particles from 0.4 to 1200 wm diameter. Nano-
particles tracking analysis (N'TA) is a laser beam based
technique that can identify particles from 30 to 2000 nm
diameter [24]. Maes and collaborators (2017) [29]
detected MP and microfibers, in sediments, using Nile
Red dye and compare the identification with Raman
analysis. However, it is obvious the absence of studies of
MP and NP in deep-sea sediments [3,30].

Known impacts of Micro(nanoplastics)

There is a big number of studies of MP ingested by fish
[9,31—33]. However, there are others species that are
affected such as the birds (blockage of digestive en-
zymes, lower steroid hormone levels and decrease
reproductive function) turtles (nutrient deficiency),
and whales (starvation) [34,35]. Microalgal growth was
negatively affected (up to 45%) by uncharged
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Photomicrographs of Micro(nano) plastics from St Louis River Estuary: a) and b) pictures showing micropellets and microfragment of plastics (bar sizes,

a) 250 um and b) 500 um). c) polystyrene particles of 10 um size.
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