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Abstract

This module expands on the previous module on macroplastic pollution. Microplastics are
found everywhere, from the deepest spots in our Oceans to the highest mountains. From our
polar regions to our drinking water. This also means that organisms, from bacteria to plants to
animals are continuously exposed to these microplastics. In this module we will explain in more
detail what a microplastic is and what different types there are, discuss where they come from,
and what risks they pose to organisms. We will introduce the way in which the impacts of

microplastics are investigated, and critically look at the pros and cons of these methods.
Key Concepts

i Macro-, micro- and nanoplastics
ii.  Primary and secondary microplastics
iii.  Microplastic ingestion
iv.  Trophic Transfer
v.  Bioaccumulation

Vi. Environmental Risk Assessment

Learning Outcomes

At the end of the module, students are able to:

i Understand what a microplastic is, and where it can come from;

ii. Discuss the issues of microplastic estimation in nature, with a basic understanding

of the research methods and their limitations;
iii. Describe how microplastics are distributed via natural and anthropogenic means;

iv. Understand how a microplastic can affect organisms once it's in the environment.
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Glossary

Term

Microplastics

Definition

Macroplastic

Microplastic

Nanoplastic
Primary microplastic

Secondary microplastic

Hazard

Risk

Environmental Risk
Assessment

Plastic particle with a length of above 5 mm

Plastic particle with a length of less than 5 mm but bigger than
1000 nanometer (or 1 micrometer)

Plastic particle with a length of up to 1000nm
Microplastic intentionally created in that size for a product

Microplastic created through degradation and fragmentation of
larger plastic pieces

Something dangerous that has the potential to inflict damage
(electricity, chemicals, stress, etc.)

The probability of a hazard actually causing harm

Assessment of the likelihood that a factor or substance will cause
an adverse ecological impact
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