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Microplastics
Microplastics are tiny plastic particles that result from both

commercial product development and the breakdown of larger

plastics. As a pollutant, microplastics can be harmful to the

environment and animal health.
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I M AG E

Microplastics
Living organisms tangled in microplastics. A sample of water collected off
the coast of Hawaii shows how intertwined microplastics are in the daily
lives of marine animals.
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Microplastics, as the name implies, are tiny plastic particles.

Officially, they are defined as plastics less than five millimeters

(0.2 inches) in diameter—smaller in diameter than the standard

pearl used in jewelry. There are two categories of microplastics:

primary and secondary.
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Primary microplastics are tiny particles designed for commercial

use, such as cosmetics, as well as microfibers shed from clothing

and other textiles, such as fishing nets. Secondarymicroplastics

are particles that result from the breakdown of larger plastic

items, such as water bottles. This breakdown is caused by

exposure to environmental factors, mainly the sun’s radiation

and ocean waves.

The problem with microplastics is that—like plastic items of any

size—they do not readily break down into harmless molecules.

Plastics can take hundreds or thousands of years to decompose—

and in the meantime, wreak havoc on the environment. On

beaches, microplastics are visible as tiny multicolored plastic bits

in sand. In the oceans, microplastic pollution is often consumed

by marine animals.

Some of this environmental pollution is from littering, but much

is the result of storms, water runoff, and winds that carry plastic—

both intact objects and microplastics—into our oceans. Single-

use plastics—plastic items meant to be used just once and then

discarded, such as a straw—are the primary source of secondary

plastics in the environment.
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Microplastics have been detected in marine organisms from

plankton to whales, in commercial seafood, and even in drinking

water. Alarmingly, standard water treatment facilities cannot

remove all traces of microplastics. To further complicate matters,

microplastics in the ocean can bind with other harmful chemicals

before being ingested by marine organisms.

Scientists are still unsure whether consumed microplastics are

harmful to human or animal health—and if so, what specific

dangers they may pose. Even so, many countries are taking

action to reduce microplastics in the environment. A 2017 United

Nations resolution discussed microplastics and the need for

regulations to reduce this hazard to our oceans, their wildlife,

and human health.

Credits

Saved by

498 educators

1/22/25, 4:37 PM Microplastics

https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/microplastics/ 5/7



R E L AT E D  R E S O U RC E S

National Geographic
Headquarters
1145 17th Street NW
Washington, DC 20036

A B O U T E X P L O R E J O I N  U S
D O N AT E

G E T  U P DAT E S

CONNE C T National Geographic Society is a 501 (c)(3) organization. © 1996 -
2025 National Geographic Society. All rights reserved.

User Permissions

National

Geographic
Society

NatGeo.com

News and Impact

Contact Us

Our Explorers

Our Programs

Education

Nat Geo Live

Storytellers

Collective

Traveling

Exhibitions

Ways to Give

Apply for a Grant

Careers

Saved by

498 educators

1/22/25, 4:37 PM Microplastics

https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/microplastics/ 6/7

https://give.nationalgeographic.org/page/49060/donate/1
https://give.nationalgeographic.org/page/49156/subscribe/1
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/about-us/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/
https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/
https://support.nationalgeographic.org/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/find-explorers/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/society/our-programs/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/education/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/society/projects/ng-live/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/society/storytellers-collective/
https://exhibitions.nationalgeographic.org/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/give/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/funding-opportunities/grants/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/society/careers/


Code of Ethics | State Disclosures | Terms of Service | Privacy
Notice | Your Privacy Choices

Saved by

498 educators

1/22/25, 4:37 PM Microplastics

https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/microplastics/ 7/7

https://www.instagram.com/insidenatgeo/
https://www.instagram.com/insidenatgeo/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/national-geographic-society/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/national-geographic-society/
https://www.facebook.com/InsideNatGeo/
https://www.facebook.com/InsideNatGeo/
https://www.youtube.com/insidenatgeo/
https://www.youtube.com/insidenatgeo/
https://www.threads.net/@insidenatgeo
https://www.threads.net/@insidenatgeo
https://twitter.com/InsideNatGeo/
https://twitter.com/InsideNatGeo/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/ethics/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/society/state-disclosures/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/terms-of-service/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/privacy-notice/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/privacy-notice/

