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Plastic debris at the micro-, and potentially also the nano-scale, are widespread in the environment.
Microplastics have accumulated in oceans and sediments worldwide in recent years, with maximum
concentrations reaching 100 000 particles m3. Due to their small size, microplastics may be ingested by
low trophic fauna, with uncertain consequences for the health of the organism. This review focuses on
marine invertebrates and their susceptibility to the physical impacts of microplastic uptake. Some of the
main points discussed are (1) an evaluation of the factors contributing to the bioavailability of microplastics including size and density; (2) an assessment of the relative susceptibility of different feeding
guilds; (3) an overview of the factors most likely to inﬂuence the physical impacts of microplastics such
as accumulation and translocation; and (4) the trophic transfer of microplastics. These ﬁndings are
important in guiding future marine litter research and management strategies.
Ó 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
In contemporary society, plastic has achieved a pivotal status,
with extensive commercial, industrial, medicinal and municipal
applications. Demand is considerable; annual plastic production has
increased dramatically from 1.5 million tonnes in the 1950s to
approximately 280 million tonnes in 2011 (PlasticsEurope, 2012).
Through accidental release and indiscriminate discards, plastic
waste has accumulated in the environment at an uncontrollable
rate, where it is subjected to wind and river-driven transport, ultimately reaching the coast. Due to its lightweight, durable nature,
plastic has become a prevalent, widespread element of marine litter
(Moore, 2008; Thompson et al., 2009); the most commonly produced and therefore encountered polymers being polypropylene
(PP), polyethylene (PE) and polyvinylchloride (PVC) composing 24%,
21% and 19% of global plastic production in 2007, respectively
(Andrady, 2011). Recently, inconspicuous microscopic plastic particles, referred to here as ‘microplastics’, have been identiﬁed as a
ubiquitous component of marine debris. Deﬁned as less than 5 mm
in size by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA), microplastics can be of primary (purposefully manufactured to be of microscopic size) or secondary (derived from the
fragmentation of macroplastic items) origin. They have been accumulating in oceans worldwide over the last four decades (Carpenter
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et al., 1972), from low background levels to localized ‘hotspots’ (see
Table 1). Present on beaches, in surface waters, throughout the water
column and within the benthos (Lattin et al., 2004; Moore et al.,
2001; Thompson et al., 2004), microplastics have pervaded even
the most remote marine environments (e.g. Ivar do Sul et al., 2009).
Gyres are particular hotspots for microplastic accumulation.
Recently a maximum concentration and mass of 32.76 particles m3
and 250 mg m3 respectively have been recorded in the North Paciﬁc
Subtropical Gyre (Goldstein et al., 2012). Industrial coastal areas
have also been identiﬁed as microplastic hotspots; concentrations
of approximately 100 000 plastic particles m3 of seawater have
been reported in a Swedish harbour area adjacent to a PE production plant (Noren and Naustvoll, 2010). Sediment from densely
populated coastal areas can be heavily contaminated with microplastics. Browne et al. (2011) found microplastics on eighteen
shores across six continents, with a tendency towards ﬁbrous
shapes. Maximum concentrations of 124 ﬁbres l1 were reported
and a signiﬁcant relationship between microplastic abundance and
human population-density was found (Browne et al., 2011). Thus as
the human population continues to increase, the prevalence of
microplastics will also most probably increase. Previous studies
have found a predominance of ﬁbrous microplastics (see Claessens
et al., 2011; Thompson et al., 2004). Despite a variety of forms from
irregular fragments to spherules, it seems likely that ﬁbrous
microplastics are most abundant in the marine environment.
A temporal increase in the abundance of marine microplastics
has been indicated. Recently, combined data from peer-reviewed
literature, publicly available data and new data sets revealed
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Table 1
The spatial distribution and abundance of microplastics, as summarised from a selection of reports. Values are reported to the nearest integer.
Location

Maximum observed
concentration

Reference

Coastal waters, Sweden
Coastal Waters, California
Coastal waters, New England
Open ocean, North West Atlantic
Northwest Mediterranean Sea
Beach, Malta
Beach, UK
Estuarine sediment, UK
Subtidal sediment, UK
Subtidal sediment, Florida
Subtidal sediment, Maine
Harbour sediment, Sweden
Industrial harbour sediment, Sweden
Industrial coast sediment, Sweden
Ship-breaking yard sediment, India
Harbour sediment, Belgium
Continental shelf sediment, Belgium
Beach, Belgium
Beach, Portugal
Beach, East Frisian Islands, Germany

102 000 particles m3
3 particles m3
3 particles m3
67 000 particles km2
1 particle m2
>1000 particles m2
8 particles kg1
31 particles kg1
86 particles kg1
214 particles l1
105 particles l1
50 particles l1
3320 particles l1
340 l1
89 mg kg1*
7 mg kg1
1 mg kg1
1 mg kg1
6 particles m2
621 particles 10 g1

Noren and Naustvoll, 2010
Doyle et al., 2011
Carpenter et al., 1972
Colton et al., 1974
Collignon et al., 2012
Turner and Holmes, 2011
Thompson et al., 2004
Thompson et al., 2004
Thompson et al., 2004
Graham and Thompson, 2009
Graham and Thompson, 2009
Norén, 2008
Norén, 2008
Norén, 2008
Reddy et al., 2006
Claessens et al., 2011
Claessens et al., 2011
Claessens et al., 2011
Martins and Sobral, 2011
Liebezeit and Dubaish, 2012

* Including glass wool.

changes in the abundance and mass of microplastics in the North
Paciﬁc Subtropical Gyre. Abundance and mass increased by two
orders of magnitude from a median of 0e0.116 particles m3 and 0e
0.086 mg m3, respectively from 1972e87 to 1999e2010. This is
believed to have been driven by a localised increase in microplastic
abundance (Goldstein et al., 2012). Additionally, North Atlantic and
North Sea surface samples collected by a Continuous Plankton
Recorder (CPR, Sir Alister Hardy Foundation for Ocean Science),
coincided with a growth in global plastic production (Thompson
et al., 2004). Archived plastic samples from the west North
Atlantic Ocean over the past 24 years have revealed a decrease in
mean particle size from 10.66 mm in the 1990s to 5.05 mm in the
2000s. Sixty nine per cent of fragments were 2e6 mm (MorétFerguson et al., 2010), highlighting a prevalence of small plastic
particles. Given the continual fragmentation of plastic items, particle concentrations are likely to increase with decreasing size.
The entanglement in and ingestion of macroplastic items is
widely recognised in vertebrates. Over 250 marine species are
believed to be impacted by plastic ingestion (Laist, 1997). The demise
of higher organisms, typically vertebrates, is highly emotive and
ultimately more conspicuous to observers. As a result, such instances
are often subject to extensive scientiﬁc research and media coverage.
Information regarding the biological impacts of microplastics on
marine organisms, however, has received less attention and is only
just emerging. A technical report considering the impacts of marine
debris on biodiversity revealed that over 80% of reported incidents
between organisms and marine debris was associated with plastic
whilst 11% of all reported encounters are with microplastics (GEF,
2012). Since microplastics occupy the same size fraction as sediments and some planktonic organisms, they are potentially
bioavailable to a wide range of organisms. Microplastics can be
ingested by low trophic suspension, ﬁlter and deposit feeders,
detritivores and planktivores (Browne et al., 2008; Graham and
Thompson, 2009; Murray and Cowie, 2011; Thompson et al.,
2004). Therefore, they may accumulate within organisms, resulting in physical harm, such as by internal abrasions and blockages. In
addition to the potential physical impacts of ingested microplastics,
toxicity could also arise from leaching constituent contaminants
such as monomers and plastic additives, capable of causing carcinogenesis and endocrine disruption (see Oehlmann et al., 2009;
Talsness et al., 2009). Furthermore, microplastics are liable to
concentrate hydrophobic persistent organic pollutants (POPs),

which have a greater afﬁnity for the hydrophobic surface of plastic
compared to seawater. Due to their large surface area to volume ratio,
microplastics can become heavily contaminated e up to six orders of
magnitude greater than ambient seawater e with waterborne POPs
(Hirai et al., 2011; Mato et al., 2001). This presents a possible route of
exposure to marine organisms, whereby bioaccumulation and biomagniﬁcation could occur through the food chain. The transfer of
POPs to marine organisms via microplastic vectors is not considered
in detail in this review (for examples see Teuten et al., 2009); however the pathways and uptake of microplastic particles are clearly of
relevance to chemical transfer, as well as physical harm.
Given the growing evidence outlined above, this review e
focussing on marine invertebrates e aims to: (1) summarise the
factors contributing to the bioavailability of microplastics; (2)
outline the susceptibility of different feeding guilds to microplastic
ingestion; (3) determine the factors likely to inﬂuence the physical
impacts of microplastics; and (4) discuss microplastic transfer
through the food chain.
2. Factors affecting the bioavailability of microplastics
2.1. Size
A key factor contributing to the bioavailability of microplastics is
their small size, making them available to lower trophic organisms.
Many of these organisms exert limited selectivity between particles
and capture anything of appropriate size (Moore, 2008). Alternatively, higher trophic planktivores could passively ingest microplastics during normal feeding behaviour or mistake particles for
natural prey. Work by Fossi et al. (2012) investigated the impacts of
microplastics on the Mediterranean ﬁn whale Balaenoptera physalus, one of the largest ﬁlter feeders in the world. B. physalus can
engulf approximately 70 000 L of water at one time, potentially
risking microplastic ingestion both directly and indirectly from the
water and plankton, respectively. Using phthalate contamination as
a proxy for microplastic ingestion, the authors concluded that
B. physalus could be consuming microplastics (Fossi et al., 2012).
2.2. Density
The density of the plastic particles will determine bioavailability in the water column; hence the type of plastic ingested
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may vary between organisms. Planktivores, ﬁlter feeders and
suspension feeders inhabiting the upper water column are likely
to encounter positively buoyant, low-density plastics, such as PE
(speciﬁc gravity 0.91e0.94), on the sea surface (see Fig. 1). The
buoyancy of plastic is inﬂuenced by biofouling, for example, PE
food bags (20  28 cm) displayed a well-developed bioﬁlm
within one week, which continued to increase throughout a
three week exposure period. By the third week, the PE food bags
had started to sink below the sea surface, indicating neutral
buoyancy (Lobelle and Cunliffe, 2011). The rate of biofouling
depends on parameters such as surface energy and hardness of
the polymer, as well as water conditions (Muthukumar et al.,
2011). De-fouling in the water column by foraging organisms
is a potential pathway for microplastic particles to return to the
seaeair interface (Andrady, 2011). This cyclic pattern may make
microplastics available to organisms occupying different depths
of the water column at different times (see Fig. 1). Alternatively,
fouled microplastics could continue to sink, as would highdensity plastics such as PVC (speciﬁc gravity 1.38). Such particles will become available to benthic suspension and deposit
feeders and detritivores as they sink, eventually reaching the
benthos (see Fig. 1).
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2.4. Colour
The colour of microplastics may potentially contribute to the
likelihood of ingestion, due to prey item resemblance. Shaw and
Day (1994) reported that plastic particles sampled from the North
Paciﬁc exhibited size variation related to colour; white plastic
particles consistently decreased in abundance with decreasing size
class. Some commercially important ﬁsh and their larvae are visual
predators, preying on small zooplankton, and may feed on microplastics which most resemble their prey i.e. white, tan and yellow
plastic (Shaw and Day, 1994). To further support the inﬂuence of
colour on bioavailability, ﬁsh from the Niantic Bay area, New England had ingested only opaque, white polystyrene spherules.
These were present in equal proportion with clear polystyrene
spherules, indicating selectivity (Carpenter et al., 1972). Microplastic ingestion due to food resemblance may also be applicable to
pelagic invertebrates, which are visual raptorial predators (Greene,
1985).
3. Biological interactions
Microplastic bioavailability could be enhanced by biological
factors. The ingestion of polystyrene (PS) beads (100 nm) by
suspension-feeding bivalve molluscs signiﬁcantly increased when
they were incorporated into manually-generated aggregates,
formed by rolling natural seawater in the laboratory. The seasonal
ﬂocculation of natural particulates into sinking aggregates is an
important pathway for energy transfer between pelagic and
benthic habitats (Ward and Kach, 2009). Consequently, the potential for microplastics to become incorporated into marine aggregates may present a further mode of entry into the food chain. Once
ingested, microplastics could sequentially be egested within fecal

2.3. Abundance
An increase in the abundance of microplastics in the marine
environment will also affect its bioavailability, as the chance an
organism will encounter a microplastic particle is enhanced.
Therefore the progressive fragmentation of macroplastic items is
likely to increase the amount of particles available for ingestion to a
wider range of organisms (Browne et al., 2007, 2008; Thompson
et al., 2009).
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Fig. 1. Potential pathways for the transport of microplastics and its biological interactions.
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matter. Suspension feeders and detritivores may ingest such
egested microplastics (see Fig. 1). Sediment-dwelling organisms,
such as the lugworm Arenicola marina, are capable of bioturbation
(cycling the upper layers of sediment). Microplastic particles which
have settled on the benthos could be drawn into the sediment,
where they would be available to infauna (see Fig. 1).
3.1. The susceptibility of marine organisms to microplastic ingestion
The potential for microplastics to cause harm in marine organisms is initially likely to be governed by the susceptibility of species
to ingest and/or interact with them. Selectivity is evident in particle
ingestion of natural substances in a range of species and it is
therefore likely that such selectivity will extend to microplastics.
Various laboratory studies have reported the ingestion of microplastics by invertebrates from a range of feeding guilds.
3.1.1. Detritivores and deposit feeders
Since microplastics occur in sedimentary habitats, deposit- and
detritus- feeding organisms are susceptible to exposure. Thompson
et al. (2004) reported microplastic (20e2000 mm) ingestion in the
omnivorous amphipod Orchestia gammarellus and the depositfeeding polychaete A. marina. Amphipods may directly mistake
microplastics as a natural food source and could therefore be
regarded as primary consumers of microplastics (Murray and
Cowie, 2011). The marine polychaete A. marina is capable of sizebased selectivity, whereby smaller particles stick to the mucuslined proboscis papillae and are retained, whilst larger particles
are rejected (Zebe and Schiedek, 1996). Plastic particles within this
size range are therefore likely to be retained and ingested (see
Table 2). Morét-Ferguson et al. (2010) report a shift in the abundance of plastic debris to smaller size categories in the western
North Atlantic Ocean. If this ﬁnding is extrapolated to other regions,
then it is likely more particles are gradually becoming available to
these organisms.
Microplastic ingestion has also been documented in the
benthic holothurians (sea cucumbers) Thyonella gemmate, Holothuria ﬂoridana, H. grisea and Cucumaria frondosa. Generally
scavengers, they feed on debris in the benthic zone of the ocean
and adopt a non-selective feeding strategy whereby large volumes
of sediment are ingested; the associated organic debris and microorganisms of which is retained. Graham and Thompson (2009)
found individuals belonging to four species of two orders ingested
signiﬁcantly more plastic (0.25 mme15 mm) than expected e
between 2- and 20- fold more PVC fragments and between 2- and
138- fold more nylon line fragments (up to 517 ﬁbres per individual) e based on plastic to sand grain ratios from each sediment
treatment. This suggests individuals were selectively ingesting
plastic particles, which may be attributed to the feeding

techniques adopted by each order. Species’ exhibited either active
foraging in the upper millimetres of the sediment (aspidochirotids), frequently encountering plastic particles, or less active
foraging involving brushing tentacles over the surface of the
sediment (dendrochirotids), thus, only exposed and/or protruding
particles were obtained. Both tentacle types could contact the
plastic particles with limited shovelling and sand ingestion due to
the large surface area of the plastic. Benthic holothurians displayed both random (the animals had to forage to encounter
plastic particles) and selective (once encountered, plastic was
separated from the sediment) feeding methods. This contradicts
their indiscriminate feeding strategy; something which could
potentially occur in all non-selective feeders when presented with
microplastics. Size affected ingestion, as <0.5 mm PVC shavings
were ingested 37 more times than the predicted quantity
compared to <17 times more for other size categories. Moreover,
ingestion was limited when individuals encountered PVC pellets
(4.0 mm diameter), possibly due to a restriction imposed by
mouth size or difﬁculty in grasping them with their tentacles.
Whether there was an impact on the physiological condition of
the organisms following plastic ingestion remains unknown.
The authors also analysed sediment samples from sites where
the animals were collected, which were found to be contaminated
with microplastics (105e214 plastic particles l1), predominantly
in ﬁbrous forms. This corresponds with recent studies, which have
found a prevalence of microplastic ﬁbres in coastal sediments
(Browne et al., 2011; Claessens et al., 2011). Since Graham and
Thompson (2009) found benthic holothurians mostly ingested
plastic ﬁbres, it is likely that microplastic ingestion is occurring in
the natural environment (see Table 2).
The non-selective benthic scavenger and predatory crustacean
Nephrops norvegicus has also been shown to ingest small plastic
fragments. Gut content analysis found that 83 per cent of animals
collected from the Clyde Sea contained plastic, the majority of
which took the form of tangled nylon-strand balls. This coincides
with the dominance of plastic ﬁbres contaminating sediments as
previously mentioned. Additionally, laboratory-based feeding experiments using ‘seeded’ ﬁsh revealed 100 per cent of individuals
ingested and retained 5 mm nylon rope fragments (Murray and
Cowie, 2011). These ﬁndings highlight the passive nature of plastic ingestion in N. norvegicus; whilst consuming sediment, or via the
food it scavenges, suggesting a trophic link (Murray and Cowie,
2011; see Table 2).
3.1.2. Planktivores, ﬁlter-feeders and suspension-feeders
Due to the similarity between the speciﬁc gravity of plastic
microspheres and algae, plastic microspheres have the potential to
be prey analogues for planktivores and may be handled and
ingested in a similar manner (Brillant and MacDonald, 2000). The

Table 2
Marine organisms susceptible to microplastic ingestion and their encounter pathways.
Species

Encounter pathway

Marine algae e.g. Scenedesmus
Grazing microzooplankton e.g. the
marine ciliate Strombidium sulcatum
Benthic deposit feeders e.g. the polychaete
Arenicola marina and the holothurian
Holothuria ﬂoridana
Benthic scavengers e.g. the crustacean
Nephrops norvegicus

Adsorbs nanoplastics, especially when positively charged.
Size-based selectivity indicates potential to ingest microplastics of appropriate size.

Mesozooplankton e.g. echinoderm larvae,
calanoid copepods, chaetognaths
Benthic suspension feeders e.g. the bivalve
Mytilus edulis

The sea bed is a sink for high-density microplastics; size-based, deposit- feeding strategies
adopted by A. marina indicate potential to ingest microplastics of appropriate size; H. Floridana
selectively ingests plastic particles, showing a preference for ﬁbrous shapes.
Fibrous microplastics have been found to accumulate in marine sediments; gut content analysis
has shown plastic microﬁbers are being ingested in the environment; ingestion is passive via
food it scavenges or sediment.
Low density microplastics present on the sea surface with greatest abundances in gyres and
industrial harbours; size-based selectivity indicates potential to ingest microplastics of appropriate size.
Susceptible to sinking microplastics; have been found to ingest microplastics despite low qualitative value.
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common use of plastic microspheres in laboratory-based feeding
experiments emphasises the likelihood for microplastic ingestion.
Marine ciliates are capable of engulﬁng microplastics. Using
plastic microspheres in laboratory experiments, Christaki et al.
(1998) investigated ciliate ingestion as a function of particle size
and surface characteristics. They found size played a key role, as
clearance rates for plastic microspheres (0.75 mm) were indistinguishable from those for ﬂuorescently labelled cells, indicating an
absence of chemosensory-mediated selection. Thus, if ciliates
encounter plastic particles of appropriate size in the marine environment, they present a potential pathway for plastic transfer
within the food chain (see Table 2).
In a laboratory study investigating particle capture and suspension feeding methods, sea urchin, sea star, sand dollar, brittle
star and sea cucumber larvae captured and ingested 10e20 mm PS
divinylbenzene (dvb) microspheres. In echinoderm larvae, ﬁlter
feeding is largely governed by the presence of a ciliated band which
encircles the mouth. Particles are extracted from suspension by a
short reversal in the direction of the cilia beat across the band. Cilia
then transfer the accumulated particles to the mouth for ingestion
(Hart, 1991). Particle capture and ingestion seems to be based on
size selectivity, thus, if echinoderm larvae encounter microplastics
of an appropriate size in the environment, they are likely to be
captured and ingested (see Table 2). Whether the microspheres
were subsequently egested or accumulated in the gut was not
determined.
As well as echinoderm larvae, laboratory work on the larvae of
the marine polychaete worm Galeolaria caespitose showed ingestion of 3 mm and 10 mm neutral-density polymer microspheres. The
larvae ingested substantially more of the smaller 3 mm microspheres, emphasising the importance of size in microplastic
ingestion (Bolton and Havenhand, 1998). Furthermore, this highlights the idea that the continuous fragmentation of plastic into
smaller particles will increase its availability.
Wilson (1973) found the ﬁlter-feeding calanoid copepod Acartia
tonsa ingested microplastics during food size selection experiments. Particle capture is achieved by creating currents which pass
through a ‘basket’ formed from various appendages, or by sweeping
net-like appendages through the water column (Wilson, 1973).
A. tonsa selectively ingested plastic beads ranging from 13.9 to
59 mm. Selectivity was based on the size frequency distribution of
available particles, choosing the largest abundant beads in
conjunction with a passive ﬁltering process. Wilson (1973)
hypothesised that selectivity was attained through either discriminating between which particles were grasped or particles which
were detected on feeding appendages yet disregarded. This reafﬁrms the capacity for zooplankton to ingest microplastics.
Marine zooplankton, particularly members of the herbivorous
constituent, have proven to ingest microplastics in laboratory
studies. The prevalence of low-density microplastics on the sea
surface suggests euphotic zooplankton, including commercially
important larvae, are susceptible to microplastic ingestion.
Benthic suspension feeders may additionally be susceptible to
sinking microplastic particles; numerous bivalve mollusc species
ingest microplastics (see Table 2). The suspension-feeding common
mussel Mytilus edulis has been shown to capture and ingest
microplastic particles ranging from 2 to 16 mm in size (Browne et al.,
2008; Ward and Kach, 2009; Ward and Targett, 1989; Ward et al.,
2003). In suspension-feeding bivalves, particle capture, retention
and sorting occur prior to ingestion. In order to capture particles a
current is created by the lateral cilia on the ctenidial ﬁlaments,
which ﬂows into the inhalant siphon. Particles encounter the
frontal surfaces of ﬁlaments located on the ctenidium and become
trapped in a ﬁne mucus layer; cirral-trapping is fundamental to
particle retention (Ward and Shumway, 2004). Most bivalves
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capture and retain 3e4 mm particles with 100 per cent efﬁciency
and are capable of withholding particles as small as 1 mm diameter
with a reduced efﬁciency of approximately 50 per cent (Gosling,
2003). Since microplastics >1.6 mm in size occur in coastal environments (Ng and Obbard, 2006), it is plausible that microplastics
of optimum size for bivalve capture and retention exist and are
consequently ingested.
As bivalves exert limited control on the types of particles
captured, they can capture particles of low-nutritive value. However, bivalves have the capacity to sort particles prior to ingestion,
discriminating between similar-sized particles based on quality;
unfavourable particles are subsequently rejected as pseudofaeces
(Gosling, 2003; Ward and Shumway, 2004). Pre-ingestive sorting
speciﬁcally concerning microplastics has so far not been described.
Histological sampling and ﬂuorescence microscopy have
revealed the presence of 2 mm and 4e16 mm microspheres in the
gut cavity and digestive tubules of M. edulis (Browne et al., 2008).
This suggests that M. edulis exerts selectivity based on size, shape or
density irrespective of particle quality as denoted by surface
chemistry during pre-ingestive particle sorting. Due to their
inherent feeding strategy, the apparent inability to sort and reject
microplastics prior to ingestion may be applicable to all
suspension-feeding bivalve molluscs.
The above studies used concentrations ranging from 1000 to
20 000 particles ml1 (Bolton and Havenhand, 1998; Ward and
Kach, 2009; Ward and Targett, 1989; Wilson, 1973). One of the
highest microplastics concentration reported from the marine
environment is 0.102 particles ml1 in Swedish coastal waters
adjacent to a PE production plant (Norén, 2008). Clearly, laboratory
concentrations exceed reported environmental levels by several
orders of magnitude, however the results do provide evidence that
if encountered, microplastics may be captured and ingested by
marine invertebrates.
Microplastics may not only enter the food chain via ingestion, as
they have demonstrated a capacity to adsorb to organisms. At the
base of the food web, the freshwater and freshwater/marine algal
cells Chlorella and Scenedesmus respectively adsorbed charged
nanoplastics (20 nm). A preference for positively charged particles
was reported, probably due to the electrostatic attraction between
the beads and cellulose constituent of the living cells. Nanoplastic
sorption was further dependent on algal morphology and motility,
with the ﬂagellate Scenedesmus displaying a greater binding afﬁnity
to particles (Bhattacharya et al., 2010; see Table 2).
4. Factors inﬂuencing the physical impacts of microplastics
There is a wealth of literature regarding macroplastic ingestion
in vertebrates (e.g. Denuncio et al., 2011; Laist, 1997; Lazar and
Gracan, 2011; van Franeker et al., 2011; Yamashita et al., 2011),
reporting global impacts including: internal and/or external abrasions and ulcers; and blockages of the digestive tract, which can
result in satiation, starvation and physical deterioration. In turn this
can lead to reduced reproductive ﬁtness, drowning, diminished
predator avoidance, impairment of feeding ability, the potential
transfer of damaging toxicants from seawater and ultimately death
(Gregory, 2009). Such detrimental effects are also likely to apply to
smaller organisms including invertebrates, which ingest microplastics. For example, potentially fatal injuries such as blockages
throughout the digestive system or abrasions from sharp objects.
Other feasible impacts have been suggested by the Marine Strategy
Framework Directive Task Group 10 (Galgani et al., 2010) and
include: blockage of enzyme production; diminished feeding
stimulus; nutrient dilution; reduced growth rates; lowered steroid
hormone levels; delayed ovulation and reproductive failure; and
absorption of toxins. There is potential for microplastics to clog and
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block the feeding appendages of marine invertebrates or even to
become embedded in tissues (Derraik, 2002): plastic fragments and
PP and/or monoﬁlament line have been found in the tissues of two
ﬁlter feeding salps - Thetys vagina e collected from neuston samples in the NPCG (Moore et al., 2001). Some of the factors likely to
inﬂuence the physical and chemical impact of microplastics and
their transfer through the food chain are discussed below.
4.1. Accumulation
The capacity for microplastics to accumulate within an organism
is likely to affect the associated physical impact of microplastic
ingestion. So far, there is limited literature regarding the accumulation of microplastics in marine invertebrates. A plankton tow in
south New England coastal waters collected a 20 mm long chaetognath, Sagitta elegans, which had a 0.6 mm diameter spherule in
its intestine (Carpenter et al., 1972). It was not conﬁrmed whether
this was plastic, however the spherule was described as being
identical to PS spherules also collected in the tow. Nevertheless this
highlights the ability for similar particles to accumulate in marine
invertebrates.
In laboratory studies microplastics have been shown to accumulate in the digestive cavity and tubules of bivalve molluscs
(Brillant and MacDonald, 2000; Browne et al., 2008). Within 30 min
of ingestion, 20 mm PS microspherules were observed in the primary ducts and tubules of the sea scallop Placopecten magellanicus’
digestive gland where they persisted for up to 48 h. The microspherules were absent from the epithelial cells of the gut, implying
they were not phagocytised. Despite being taken up by the digestive tubules, the microspherules were of a similar size to the
epithelial cells and therefore may have been too large to permit
phagocytosis (Brillant and MacDonald, 2000). In M. edulis, mid gut
histological sections revealed 2 mm ﬂuorescently-labelled and 4e
16 mm non-labelled PS microspheres accumulating in the digestive
cavity and tubules following a 12 h exposure (Browne et al., 2008).
Accumulation of microplastic particles in marine invertebrates
could potentially cause blockages throughout the digestive system,
suppressing feeding due to satiation. Alternatively, predation of
microplastic-contaminated marine invertebrates may present a
pathway for plastic transfer along the food chain.
Besides internal accumulation, the external adsorption of
microplastics may also cause harm. Bhattacharya et al. (2010) found
the binding of plastic beads (20 nm) to the algal species Chlorella
and Scenedesmus inhibited photosynthesis, potentially due to the
physical blockage of light and air. Moreover, it increased reactive
oxygen species production, indicating a state of oxidative stress
(Bhattacharya et al., 2010). Despite using extremely high concentrations e 1.4e40 mg ml1 e relative to environmental levels, this
study highlights the potential for microscopic plastic particles to
adhere to algal cells, possibly impacting on photosynthesis. As algae
play a key role in aquatic food webs, the productivity and resilience
of ecosystems could be compromised if high concentrations occur
due to the adverse effects of plastic particles.
4.2. Translocation
Andrady (2011) states that due to a lack of enzymatic pathways
available to break down plastics in ﬁlter-feeding organisms,
microplastics are unlikely to be digested or absorbed and can
therefore be considered bio-inert. However, they may pass through
cell membranes and become incorporated into body tissues
following ingestion. Fluorescence and confocal microscopy
revealed 3 mm and 9.6 mm ﬂuorescent PS microspheres in the
haemolymph and haemocytes of the suspension feeder M. edulis,
three days after short (three hour) pulse exposures to 15 000

particles 350 ml-1 (Browne et al., 2008). This implied the microspheres had translocated across the gut epithelial lining into the
circularity system; however, the precise mechanism(s) for uptake
across the epithelial lining remains unknown, as does the precise
translocation time (Browne et al., 2008). In rats and humans,
enterocytes are responsible for the transportation of particles
across the epithelium by phagocytosis into the circularity ﬂuid.
The smaller microspheres (3 mm) typically had the greatest
abundance (>60 per cent) in both haemolymph and haemocytes. A
similar pattern has been shown in rats whereby 14 nm latex particles were in contact with colonic enterocytes within 2 min of
introduction compared to 30 min for 415 nm particles (Hussain
et al., 2001). This implies the rapid translocation of smaller particles is applicable to both invertebrates and vertebrates. If phagocytosis is the primary mechanism for translocation of microplastics,
it is conceivable that a greater abundance of small-sized particles
are phagocytised due to the limited capacity of the phagosome
within each cell (Browne et al., 2008). As plastic continues to
fragment, the potential for it to accumulate within the circulatory
ﬂuid and phagocytic cells of an organism is likely to increase, as the
smaller the microplastics, the greater the abundance available for
translocation.
Despite the presence of microplastic particles in M. edulis’ haemolymph and haemocytes, no toxicological effects were observed
(Browne et al., 2008). Conversely, indications of granulocytoma
formation (inﬂammation), an increase in haemocytes and a signiﬁcant decrease in lysosome stability were observed in M. edulis
after 48 h, following plastic particle (1e80 mm) uptake into the
vacuoles of the digestive gland (GESAMP, 2010). Consequently, the
energy allocated to immune function in such scenarios may
compromise normal physiological processes. Over time, this could
have a detrimental effect on the health of the organism, at both the
individual and population level.
Once translocated from the gut to the circulatory system,
microplastics can be retained for several weeks. PS microspheres
persisted in M. edulis haemolymph and haemocytes for as long as
48 days (Browne et al., 2008). Such tenacity could be applicable
across species and thus microplastics may be transported to various
tissues and organs via the haemolymph, potentially accumulating
and causing harm. In turn, this could facilitate the transfer of
microplastics to higher trophic organisms.
Presently, more research is required to determine the upper and
lower size limits for translocation to occur in organisms. Additionally, the behaviour and fate of micro-particles of different
polymer types and shapes also needs to be established. In the
natural environment, organisms may be exposed to microplastics
throughout their lifetime as opposed to short experimental durations. Thus the continual ingestion and accumulation of such particles may incur chronic effects. Moreover, many different polymers
occur in the environment, which may elicit a different response to a
single polymer.
4.3. Shape
The potential adverse effects associated with the presence of
microplastics are likely to vary with particle shape. Carbon nanotubules have exhibited lung damage; Warheit et al. (2004) found
the lung tissue of rats exposed to single-wall carbon nanotubules
displayed inﬂammation and cell injury. In mesoporous silica
nanoparticles (MSNs), shape can inﬂuence the efﬁciency and ability
of drug delivery irrespective of chemical composition, surface
charge and diameter; rod-shaped MSNs showed increased cellular
uptake and therefore a greater effect on apoptosis, migration and
disruption of cytoskeleton organisation. Long rod-shaped nanoparticles severely reduced cell viability and apoptosis compared to
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sphere and short rod-shaped nanoparticles. An explanation for
such shape-related toxicity is that the long rod-shaped MSNs are
easily up-taken by cells due to the greater contact area and potential for interaction (Huang et al., 2010). Given that marine
microplastics occur in a variety of shapes from ﬁbres to irregular
fragments to spheres and rods, there is potential for the physical
adverse effects of polymers to alter depending on form. Along the
Belgian coast, plastic ﬁbres formed the majority (59%) of microplastic debris sampled (Claessens et al., 2011), with average concentrations of 81.0  37.2, 65.6  15.3 and 66.3  28.6 ﬁbres kg1
for beach, harbour and sea sampling stations respectively. Concentrations of plastic ﬁbres (<1 mm) ranging from 2 (Australia) to
31 (Portugal) ﬁbres 250 ml1 contaminated 18 shores across six
continents, with concentration positively correlating with population density (Browne et al., 2011). Thus, benthic and sedimentdwelling organisms inhabiting such areas are vulnerable to the
shape-related toxicity of plastic ﬁbres, if ingested.
4.4. Egestion
There is very little information available regarding the capacity
for marine organisms to egest microplastics. Through fecal cast
analysis, Thompson et al. (2004) found some microplastic particles
were defecated by the lugworm A. marina. To assess the ingestion of
microplastic fragments and pellets in benthic holothurians, faecal
debris was collected from individuals held in the laboratory. The
quantity of defecated microplastic particles was then enumerated
(Graham and Thompson, 2009). Through egestion, it is possible
that an organism will prevent any detrimental effects caused by the
ingestion of plastic particles.
The estuarine copepod Eurytemora afﬁnis demonstrated an
ability to regurgitate latex beads (mean diameter 15 mm). Laboratory feeding trials were conducted with 3e90 beads ml1 concentrations; beads were ingested at mean rates of up to 59 000
particles per copepod per hour. The capability for plastic microspherule ingestion was demonstrated, as was the potential for
accumulation inside the gut cavity of E. afﬁnis. However, following
the initial microspherule ingestion, the particles were subsequently
regurgitated between 1 and 3 h later. This was indicated by a
decrease then sequential increase of latex microspherules in the
feeding suspension coinciding with an absence of latex microspherules in the fecal pellets of E. afﬁnis. Alternatively, bacterialcoated latex microspherules (15 mm) were retained and successively egested in fecal pellets (Powell and Berry, 1990), highlighting
an ability to reject un-nutritious particles.
Egestion rates are likely to affect the capacity for potentially
adhered contaminants to desorb in addition to the likelihood of
transfer to the food chain. Predation could still occur within the
timeframe. The diurnal vertical migration of zooplankton could
further transport microplastics to predators occupying various
depths of the water column.
4.5. Population-level effects
Aside from physical and chemical impacts, microplastics also
have a potential role in providing a new hard-substrate habitat for
rafting communities, which was previously limited to items such as
ﬂoating wood, pumice, and sea shells. In 2001, Moore et al. found
monoﬁlament line 10 cm below the sea surface to be colonised with
diatoms and other microalgae. Recently, microplastics have been
identiﬁed as an important oviposition resource for the pelagic insect Halobates sericeus, indicated by a positive correlation between
H. sericeus eggs on microplastics and microplastic abundance. The
pelagic invertebrate community represents a crucial link between
primary producers and nektonic species. Thus, changes in the
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population structure of H. sericeus may lead to ecosystem wide
consequences (Goldstein et al., 2012).
The increasing abundance of microplastics may be capable of
modifying community-wide assemblages. Additionally, microplastics present a mechanism for long distance transport of rafting
species, enhancing biogeographic connectivity. The most common
rafting species are from the phyla Cnidaria, Crustacea and Ectoprocta (Thiel and Gutow, 2005). These species may be considered
the most vulnerable to population-level microplastic-associated
changes.
4.6. Transfer to the food chain
At present, there are few studies on the bioaccumulation of
plastics and their associated POPs across marine trophic levels.
Given that lower trophic organisms, speciﬁcally invertebrates, can
ingest and accumulate microplastic particles, it is likely that
microplastics will be introduced to the food web. Laboratory
microplastic ingestion studies have mostly focussed on invertebrates, however, in situ work has discovered microplastic
ingestion in several vertebrate species.
Lusher et al. (2012) found microplastics in 36.5% of ﬁsh
belonging to 10 species sampled from the English Channel, irrespective of habitat (pelagic vs. demersal). An average of 1.9  0.1
particles were recovered from those which contained plastic, the
main polymers being polyamide and polyester, which are materials commonly used in the ﬁshing industry (Lusher et al., 2012).
Whilst the biological consequences remain unclear, such ﬁndings
are comparable to those from the North Paciﬁc Central Gyre reported by Boerger et al. (2010); small plastic fragments were
found in approximately one third of all ﬁsh caught. Individuals
from the most common species caught (Myctophum aurolanternatum, Myctophidae) contained an average of six plastic
pieces and the most frequently ingested size class across all species was 1e2.79 mm. The majority of ﬁsh caught in this study
belonged to the Myctophidae, a low-trophic, mesopelagic family
which adopts diurnal feeding behaviour, preying upon plankton
near the surface at night. As the most commonly ingested plastic
colours (white, clear and blue out of 12 reported colours) were
similar to that of plankton species inhabiting the North Paciﬁc
Central Gyre, the Myctophidae may mistake small plastic fragments for their natural food source (Boerger et al., 2010). Alternatively, the myctophids could consume plankton which has
previously ingested microplastics or ingest plastic passively. Since
the most commonly occurring plastic colours in tow samples
matched those ingested, it is likely the Myctophidae are not
showing selectivity but ingesting particles in a more passive
manner. The toxicological effects of plastic ingestion in myctophids remains to be determined, however if they are unable to
egest small plastic fragments, the plastic may accumulate and
compromise normal feeding activity. Additionally, the Myctophidae are preyed upon by tuna, squid, odontoceti whales, seabirds
and fur seals (Boerger et al., 2010). Thus there are several routes of
entry to various compartments of the marine food web.
Higher trophic level organisms have been found to ingest
microplastics transported by prey items. Microplastic particles
approximately 1 mm in diameter were recorded in the scat of fur
seals and Hooker’s sea lions (Goldsworthy et al., 1997; McMahon
et al., 1999). The presence of plastic coincided with otoliths of the
myctophid ﬁsh Electrona subaspera, suggesting a trophic link.
Eriksson and Burton (2003) further investigated the transfer of
plastic particles in Antarctic fur seals. Scats of Arctocephalus tropicalis and A. gazella were collected from Macquarie Island, Australia,
during the periods 1990e1991 and 1996e1997. Out of 145 seal
scats, 164 small plastic particles (generally ranging from 2 to 5 mm)
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were recovered. However, the sieves used to separate the plastic
from the scat had a mesh size >0.5 mm, suggesting that any plastic
particles <0.5 mm were not retained. Thus the quantities obtained
are likely to be an underestimation. Interestingly, during 1990e
1991, one plastic particle per scat was recorded, whilst during
1996e1997 up to four particles per scat (1%) were documented;
possibly a result of the increasing abundance of plastic debris in the
marine environment. PE (93%) was the primary polymer group
identiﬁed from the samples, followed by PP (4%), which closely
matched polymer types identiﬁed in beach ﬂotsam from the same
location. Nearly all fragments were irregular in form and approximately one third had one sharp edge, indicating there is potential
for internal abrasion. Eriksson and Burton (2003) believed there
was little possibility that the seal species’ were directly ingesting
plastic particles; a plastic-concentrating vector, such as ﬁsh, is a
more likely explanation.
Several ﬁsh species caught in New England coastal waters
contained plastic microspherules identical to those collected during plankton tows in the same area (0.1e2 mm); winter ﬂounder
(Pseudopleuronectes americanus) and grubby (Myoxocephalus
aenaeus) larvae, approximately 5 mm in length, contained 0.5 mm
diameter plastic microspherules (Carpenter et al., 1972). By
extrapolating this data and that from Goldsworthy et al. (1997),
Eriksson and Burton (2003) estimated that minimum concentration factors of plastic particles to seals ranges from 22 to 160 times.
The narrow range of particle parameters (size and shape) observed,
suggests that selectivity is being practiced. E. subaspera, a major
component of the fur seal diet, is likely to consume copepods 1e
9 mm in size near the surface waters. This size range has a 95 per
cent overlap with the plastic particles found in scats, indicating the
transfer of microplastics across trophic levels is plausible.
Microplastics have the potential to be ingested by baleen
whale species through indirect consumption via planktonic prey.
Mono-(2-ethylhexyl) phthalate (MEHP) contamination of the
blubber of the Mediterranean ﬁn whale B. physalus has recently
been suggested as an indication that microplastic ingestion occurs, either from the water column or via a planktonic vector.
Fifty six percent of neustonic and planktonic samples from the
Mediterranean Sea contained microplastics e up to 9.67 particles
m3. This coincided with high levels of phthalates in the water
column, speciﬁcally di-2-ethylhexyl phthalate (DEHP) and MEHP,
comparative to the levels found in the blubber samples. The use
of phthalates and plastics additives such as antimicrobials, dyes
or stabilisers as tracers for microplastic ingestion and bioaccumulation is certainly a promising avenue for future research
(Fossi et al., 2012).
At present, there is limited information regarding the impacts of
microplastics on food webs and no associated laboratory experiments have been conducted. Therefore, it remains undetermined
whether plastic of any size can be transferred to higher trophic
levels. There are well documented examples of trophic transfer for
many POPs within marine food webs, for example dioxins, PCBs and
polybrominated diphenylethers, many of which have been reported to associate with oceanic plastics (Ogata et al., 2009) and
some of which can biomagnify (Hu et al., 2005). Generally, the
extent of trophic transfer is dependent on characteristics including
the octanolewater partition coefﬁcient (Kow) and metabolic
transformation rate of the compound under consideration (Wan
et al., 2005). The effect of co-ingestion of microplastics on the
trophodynamic behaviour of POPs and plastics additives remains
an important topic for further study. Other important factors to
consider for the transfer of microplastics and their associated POPs
are organism-dependent gut retention times, as well as the fraction
of consumed microplastics that are capable of moving across the
gut epithelium and into other tissues or organs.

Table 3
Areas for future research.
 The destination of ingested microplastics within marine invertebrates in
addition to potential adverse effects remains unknown, emphasising a need
for laboratory studies focussing on the physical impacts of microplastics
 Given the occurrence of different shapes and plastic types in the marine
environment, research into the impacts of these factors on marine organisms
should be conducted
 The bioavailability of constituent contaminants is undetermined. This highlights a requirement for further laboratory studies to establish the effects of
ageing on the concentration of microplastic additives, their bioavailability
and the associated toxicological impacts
 The role of microplastics as a vector for environmental POPs is uncertain.
Laboratory studies investigating the bioavailability and associated toxicological impacts of microplastic-associated POPs are required
 There are presently no conclusive reports on the transfer of microplastics to
higher trophic levels and whether they act as a vector for contaminants.
Studies are needed to understand the capacity for microplastics and their
associated contaminants to be transported along marine food webs via trophic interactions as well as an estimation of population and ecosystem level
impacts.

5. Conclusions
Low density microplastic debris is accumulating in ocean gyres
and pelagic invertebrates inhabiting these regions may be susceptible to microplastic ingestion. In addition, the benthos is likely
to be a sink for high density microplastics. Some organisms may
have the capacity to egest microplastics, possibly leading to their
incorporation into marine aggregates. Benthic suspension- and
deposit- feeders are therefore likely to ingest sinking and sedimentary microplastics. Fibres are the most commonly encountered form of microplastics in the marine environment. Benthic
holothurians were found to selectively ingest microplastics,
showing a preference for ﬁbrous shapes. Additionally, benthic
scavengers are susceptible to ﬁbrous microplastic exposure, as gut
content analysis revealed nylon ﬁbres in N. norvegicus. This implies their habitat is a sink for ﬁbres. Since shape may play a role in
the toxicity of ingested microplastics e long, rod-shaped nanoparticles are considered more toxic than spherules e these organisms can be considered sensitive to the potential physical
toxicity of microplastics.
The presence of microplastics in myctophid ﬁsh and Hooker’s
sea lion and fur seal scats suggest microplastic transfer through
pelagic food chains: microplasticsezooplanktonemyctophid ﬁshHooker’s sea lions/fur seals. Such lower trophic organisms therefore represent a vector for microplastic transfer and their associated
contaminants.
Microplastics may not only affect species at the organism-level;
they also have the capacity to modify population structure. Species
which were once restricted by a lack of hard substrate, such as the
marine insect H. Sericeus, are now able to proliferate. This may be
applicable to a wide range of organisms with potential impacts on
ecosystem dynamics.
The accumulation of microplastic debris has presented a new
marine habitat where biological interactions are taking place. This
habitat and its environmental impacts are still emerging areas of
research. It is hoped that future work on this growing issue (see
Table 3) will contribute to the development of better methods for
controlling marine litter.
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