
Plastic microbeads are used 
as exfoliants. Plastic microbeads 
are often added to personal care 
products such as facial scrubs, 
soaps, and toothpaste as exfoliants. 
A single product can contain 350,000 
polyethylene or polypropylene beads.

Microbeads pollute inland and ocean waters 
and marine life. Microbeads are pervasive in 
waterways, annually contributing 38 tons of plastic 
microbead pollution to California’s environment 
each year. Microbeads used as exfoliants go down 
the drain. They are not completely removed by 
wastewater treatment, and can get discharged 
into waterways.1 These microbeads are found in 
all oceanic gyres, bays, gulfs and seas worldwide, 
as well as inland waterways.2 Plastic microbeads 
absorb persistent organic pollutants (long-lasting toxic 
chemicals like DDT, PCBs, PAHs, and flame-retardants) 
and other industrial chemicals that move up the food 
chain when the toxic-coated beads are consumed by fish 
and other marine organisms.

Microbeads pollute seafood consumed by 
people. Fish species that humans harvest have been 
known to eat micro-plastic particles and the toxins 
absorbed in those plastics transfer to the fish tissue.3

This is an Environmental 
Justice issue. The issue of 
microbead pollution in marine 
waters disproportionately affects 
socio-economically challenged 
residents that rely on subsistence 
fishing for protein since they eat 
greater quantities of fish.

Plastics don’t belong in 
toothpaste. Plastic microbeads 
in toothpaste can get stuck in 
your gums and collect bacteria.

Non-plastic, non-polluting 
alternatives exist. Many 
companies have been using 
effective, natural alternatives for 
decades, such as apricot shells, 
cocoa beans and sea salt.

Biodegradable plastics 
are not a solution. Most 
biodegradable plastics are not 
designed to degrade in the 
marine environment. Instead, 
they break down into smaller pieces and create the 
same problems as traditionally made plastics.

FOR MORE INFORMATION:
Clean Water Action: Andria Ventura, aventura@cleanwater.org, 415.369.9166  
The Story of Stuff Project: Stiv Wilson, stiv@storyofstuff.org, 503.913.7381
5 Gyres: Blake Kopcho, blake@5gyres.org, 805.708.3435
Californians Against Waste: Sue Vang, suevang@cawrecycles.org, 916.443.5422

Plastic microbeads 
do not belong in 
our waterways.
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1	 Research	from	New	York	University	for	effluent	tested	at	several	wastewater		facilities	demonstrated	80,000	
	 microbeads	per	day	escaping	treatment,	per	facility.
2	 D.	Barnes,	F.	Galgani,	R.	Thompson,	M.	Barlaz,	Accumulation	and	fragmentation	of	plastic	debris	in	global	environments.		
	 Phil.	Trans.	R.	Soc.	B.	364,	1985-1998	(2009).	In	2012,	scientists	found	microbeads	numbering	more	than		450,000	per	
	 square	kilometer	in	parts	of	the	Great	Lakes	(http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/	S0025326X13006097).
3	 http://www.nature.com/srep/2013/131121/srep03263/full/srep03263.html


