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Hidden threat: Tiny plastic beads in cosmetics

Pellets Used In Facial Scrubs Or Toothpastes Are Polluting Water Sources And Entering Our Food Chain

Mina Chapman/Corbis

Steve Connor

illions of people are
unwittingly pour-
L ing hundreds of

fonnes of tiny plastic beads
down the drain. These can
persist in the environment
for more than 100 years, and
have been found to contami-
nate a wide variety of fresh-
water and marine wildlife.
Few consumers realize
that many cosmetic prod-
uets, such as facial scrubs,
toothpastes and shower gels,
gontain thousands of micro-
’ ic beads which have
deliberately added by
anufacturers of more
100 consumer products

over the past two decades.
Plastic microbeads,
which are typically less than
amillimetre wideand are too
small to be filtered by sew-
age-treatment plants, are
able to carry deadly toxins
into the animals that ingest
them, including those in the
human food chain, such as
fish, mussels and crabs.
While many people have
assiduously tried to recycle
their plastic waste, cosmet-
ics companies have at the
same time been quietly add-
ing hundreds of cubic
metres of plastics such as
polyethylene to products
that are deliberately de-
signed to be washed into

waste-water systems — one
estimate suggeststhat, in the
US alone, up to 1,200 cubic
metresof microplastic beads
are washed down the drains
eachyear.

Scientists and environ-
mentalists have started lob-
bying the industry to stop us-
ing plastic microbeads in
exfoliant skin creams and
washes, but with limited suc-
cess — a relatively small
number of firms have publi-
cly agreed to phase them out,
and even then have given
themselves several years to
do so. Britain, along with the
rest of the EU, is being urged
tofollow thelead of New York
state, which last week be-

came the first place in the
world to prohibit the use of
plastic micropellets in cos-
meticproducts after afailure
by the majority of personal-
carecompaniestoagreetoan
immediate voluntary ban.
The New York state as-
sembly decided to act after
scientists found disturbing
levels of microplastic beads
in the Great Lakes of North
America. The researchers
said that the microbeads ar-
rived in waste water contam-
inated with the microplastic
residues of more than 100
consumer products, includ-
ing facial scrubs, soaps,
shampoos and toothpaste.
“People are unwilling to

sacrifice water quality justto
continue to use products
with microbeads. I never met
anyone who has wanted plas-
tic on their face or in their
fish,” said Robert Sweeney,
chair of the assembly’s con-
servation committee, ‘after
last week’s unanimous vote
to ban the use of microbeads
in personal-care products.
The UK'’s House of Com-
mons science and technolo-
gy committee last year heard
evidence of the impact that
microplastic waste could be
having on aquatic environ-
ments. Some panel members
now want tougher laws if
cosmetics firms continue to
prevaricate. THEINDEPENDENT




