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Editorial

Microplastics in oceans
Since the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) was
adopted in 2008, EU member states must develop activities to
achieve ‘‘good environmental status’’ (GES) in the European marine
environment by the year 2020 (established in the Commission
Decision 2010/477/EU of the 1st of September 2010). As well as
many other tasks such as the conservation of biodiversity and
the ﬁght against oil pollution, the problem of marine litter, particularly plastics, has been recognized at the European level by a speciﬁc task group. Although monitoring programs of plastic pollution
have long been implemented, and impacts on ﬁsh and seabirds
have been reported, for example those induced by swallowing or
entanglement in plastic items or ropes, more research is needed
to support appropriate activities against other negative impacts
of plastics on marine ecosystems.
Adverse effects on marine organisms, particularly of microplastics (<5 mm) are investigated occasionally only. Based on analyses
with mussels, there is some early evidence that microplastics are
transferred to the circulatory system (Browne et al., 2008) and induce an increased immune response at a molecular level. We need
to clarify whether further kinds of physical effects may be observed, especially when transferred to organisms other than mussels. As far as the microplastics’ size is concerned, ﬁlter feeders and
other organisms near the bottom of the marine food chain may be
primarily affected (Thompson et al., 2004; Moore, 2008). This still
needs to be validated, also by clarifying which levels of the food
chain are most affected. Investigations on marine mammals also
showed that plastic particles are transferred along the food chain
by feeding on plastic-contaminated ﬁsh (Eriksson and Burton,
2003). It will be essential to elucidate the underlying mechanisms
in order to ﬁnd out whether enrichment or depletion occurs within
the food chain and if microplastics can ﬁnally be found in marine
top predators and in humans. Moreover, microplastics may serve
as transport vectors for invasive micro-organisms to remote regions (Barnes, 2002; Gregory, 2009). However, it is still unknown
to which extent they contribute to changes in species assemblages
and how they inﬂuence endemic species and ecosystems.
Since plastics contain additives like plasticizers or organic pollutants, which have sorbed out of the marine environment into
the plastic matrix (Carpenter et al., 1972; Hale et al., 2010), physical effects may be enhanced by chemical and toxic effects. In seabirds a positive relationship between pollutant concentration and
plastic burden has already been observed (Ryan et al., 1988). First
investigations, especially on plastics as passive samplers, reveal
that equilibrium sorption of organic pollutants is about two orders
of magnitude higher than to natural sediments and soils
(Mato et al., 2001). Again, detailed knowledge on mechanisms is
missing. It is neither investigated how pollutants sorb onto or into
microplastics in comparison to natural particles like suspended
matter, detritus or phytoplankton, nor can we describe how
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material properties, additives or weathering inﬂuence the sorption
behaviour. In order to decide whether uptake of microplastics and
associated pollutants increase bioaccumulation of the pollutants in
marine organisms, mechanisms like substance leaching out of the
plastic matrix need to be quantiﬁed. Since plastic particles may
settle from the water body to the sediment it also has to be clariﬁed whether sediment represents a sink and, thus, a long-term
source for microplastics and associated chemicals.
Accumulation of larger plastic has been observed in ocean gyres
(Moore et al., 2001), on beaches, and in sediments worldwide
(Barnes et al., 2009). Emissions resulting from dumping of plastic
waste (although forbidden by the International Convention for
the Prevention of Marine Pollution from Ships (MARPOL 73/78)
which came into force in 1983) and from riverine input is a wellestablished research ﬁeld, as is input of microplastics from the
use in cleaning products (Fendall and Sewell, 2009) and from
weathering of macroplastics. Nevertheless, knowledge on mechanisms and quantities is still scarce. The most signiﬁcant emission
pathways of microplastics into the oceans have to be elucidated
to devise effective options for a reduction of plastics input into
the marine environment. Identifying the interrelation between
source and sink regions will help to bring accumulation ‘‘hotspots’’
to light. In this context, mechanisms like weathering and sedimentation need to be investigated since these processes inﬂuence transport behaviour in the ocean compartment and, in addition, affect
the potential of the particles to endanger organisms of different
sizes and in different habitats. Therefore, emission and transport
pathways in oceans, in particular to remote regions like the Arctic
(Zarﬂ and Matthies, 2010) have to be clariﬁed, physical effects on
organisms of different levels of the marine food chain have to be
identiﬁed, and chemical effects, which are induced by pollutants
contained on or in plastic particles, have to be elucidated.
Several hints and pieces of scattered information are available
on fate and effects of plastics in the marine environment. In most
cases, however, systematic knowledge on underlying processes is
missing. Thus, we need to collate the available information and
to ﬁll knowledge gaps in order to support policy and responsible
organisations to build up a strategy for the achievement of GES
in 2020. Knowledge of sources, sinks, abundance and trends of
microplastics in the oceans are as important as the development
of metrics and monitoring tools and strategies, deﬁnition of effect
endpoints and agreement on thresholds.
European experts met on the 29th October 2010 at the University of Osnabrück, Institute of Environmental Systems Research, to
discuss the various issues of plastics in the oceans and identify scientiﬁc research tasks to gain more knowledge on emission, transport, fate and effects of plastics in the oceans. They agreed on the
following list of open questions which should be investigated in
the near future:
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Emission, transport and fate (Descriptor 10 of the MSFD)

? Which are the most signiﬁcant emission pathways of
microplastics into the oceans (direct emission as shredded plastic waste, direct emission resulting from the use in cleaning
products, weathering of macroplastics)?
? Which transport pathways and velocities do microplastics
underlie? How fast do microplastics weather? What are the
trends in microplastic abundance? Which time scales need to
be taken into account?
? How are source and target regions interrelated?
? How do emission, transport, weathering, etc. depend on plastic
properties (polymer, additives, size, speciﬁc weight, shape,
etc.)?
? Where do microplastics accumulate (beaches, sediment)?
? What are effective tools and monitoring strategies for the speciﬁcation of GES as far as microplastics in the marine environment are concerned to monitor trends of abundance,
distribution and composition?

2. Physical effects (Descriptors 2 and 10 of the MSFD)

? What kinds of physical effects are induced within marine
organisms by microplastics (Descriptor 10)?
? Which organisms are especially concerned? Which level of the
food chain is the lowest affected?
? How does the transfer along the food chain proceed? Is there
enrichment/depletion within the food chain? Can microplastics
ﬁnally be found in the top predator?
? What are adequate endpoints reﬂecting physical effects of
microplastics in organisms?
? Which amount of microplastics in organisms would be tolerable? What thresholds should be established?
? What is the abundance of invasive species carried by microplastics? Which trends can be observed (Descriptor 2)?
? Which impact do these invasive species have on endemic species and ecosystems?
? How can the amount of plastic-induced invasion be measured?

3. Chemical effects (Descriptor 8 of the MSFD)

? How strongly do organic pollutants sorb onto or into microplastics? How does weathering of the surface inﬂuence the sorption
behaviour?
? How do pollutants sorb onto or into microplastics in comparison to (natural) particles (suspended matter, detritus,
phytoplankton)?
? Do absorbed pollutants leach signiﬁcantly out of the plastic
matrix?
? Does the sediment represent a sink for microplastics and, in
addition, for the associated pollutants?
? Does uptake of microplastics and associated pollutants increase
the bioaccumulation of pollutants?
? Will established thresholds of organic pollutants be exceeded
by an additional uptake via ‘‘polluted’’ microplastics?
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