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JAEI ENVIRONMENTAL CORNER

Ban the Bead!

We have all succumbed to clever advertising at various stages of our lives – a quick fix, a sure-fire beauty enhancer ... buy this product and it will change your life! .... you know the deal! .....

And one of these “just have to have” has been products containing microbeads!  You have been promised that only they can perfectly exfoliate your skin, get rid of those pesky germs, etc, etc. .......
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Microbeads are tiny particles of polyethylene (a plastic) that are widely used in cosmetics as exfoliating agents and personal care products such as toothpaste and body scrubs that are sold around the world.  

These microbeads, hardly visible to the naked eye, are responsible for a great deal of pollution in our precious oceans.  They flow straight from the bathroom drain into the sewer system. Wastewater treatment plants are not designed to filter out microbeads and that is the main reason why, ultimately, they contribute to the plastic soup swirling around the world’s oceans. Sea creatures absorb or eat microbeads. These microbeads are passed along the marine food chain. Since humans are ultimately at the top of this food chain, it is likely that we are also absorbing microbeads from the food we eat. Microbeads are not biodegradable and once they enter the marine environment, they are impossible to remove.
So what’s the problem?
Although the full extent and consequences is hard to quantify, the accumulation of plastic, including microplastics, in the marine environment is today recognised as a serious, global environmental issue.  As scientists and policymakers alike start to question the full extent of the problem in terms of impacts to marine biodiversity and associated implications for human health, the number of research programs studying microplastics is increasing consequentially.

It has only recently become clear that:

· Microbeads are used in hundreds of personal care products (including toothpaste, shaving cream, shower gel and exfoliating scrubs);

· A single product may contain thousands of microbeads;

· Microbeads could constitute up to 10% by volume of a single product;

· Sewage treatment facilities are not designed to filter these tiny microbeads from wastewater so some microbeads will still be present in effluent water leaving the treatment plant;
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Microbeads are found throughout the marine environment (from Lake Geneva to the North Pole);

· Microbeads will not biodegrade;

· They are ingested by various sea species;

· They can end up in the food chain;

· They attract persistent organic toxins (POPs);

· Natural, biodegradable and effective alternative ingredients such as ground nut shells and salt crystals are readily available.

Action
Positive action on behalf of manufacturers has meant that more and more of these microbeads are being removed from personal care products and replaced by naturally biodegradable alternatives. It is still a far cry to say that all personal care products are free from plastic microbeads though.

Illinois became the first U.S. state to enact legislation banning the manufacture and sale of products containing microbeads and many states have since followed suit. The Netherlands is the first country to announce its intent to be virtually free of microbeads in cosmetics by the end of 2016.
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The Plastic Soup Foundation of USA recognised the severity of the problem and launched the “Beat the Microbead campaign” in 2012 in partnership with the North Sea Foundation.  Beat the Microbead is a grassroots campaign that ultimately puts the power in the hands of the consumer.  The combined efforts of these NGOs have proven very effective. Right now 71 NGOs from 33 countries are supporting the campaign.  This NGO campaign, asks:

· Manufacturers to stop using microbeads;

· Retailers not to sell products containing microbeads;

· Consumers to refrain from buying products containing microbeads;

· Governments to ban the use of microbeads in personal care products as soon as possible.

Multinational companies L'Oréal, Colgate/Palmolive, Beiersdorf, Procter & Gamble and Johnson & Johnson have followed the example set by Unilever and over the course of 2013 have pledged to stop the use of microbeads. Unfortunately, not all of these companies have set a deadline for when they plan to have completely phased out microbeads.

Some scientific findings
Marine species are unable to distinguish between food and microplastics and therefore indiscriminately feed on microplastics. In an overview published for the Convention on Biological Diversity, it was shown that over 663 different species were negatively impacted by marine debris with approximately 11% of reported cases specifically related to the ingestion of microplastics.  Some species of fish excrete plastic easily, but others do not and so accumulate plastic internally. To cite one study: around 35% of 670 fish examined (total of 6 species) had microplastics in their stomachs. The highest number of fragments found in one fish was 83.

The surface of microplastics has been proven to attract and absorb persistent organic pollutants (POPs) such as PCBs and DDT from the marine environment. Relatively high concentrations of POPs have been found on the surface of microplastics.  Fish and seafood regularly consumed by humans have been recorded with plastic fragments inside their guts and body tissues. Scientists hypothesise that over time, POPs will start accumulating in the food chain, transferring from species to species, with negative consequences ultimately for humans. 
Toxic chemicals added to plastic during the manufacturing process (such as plasticisers and flame retardants) leach out of plastic in the marine environment and pose serious threats to marine fauna. The most common plasticisers have been recorded in fish, marine mammals and molluscs.   The smallest particles of plastic are ingested and retained by filter feeders such as mussels. Species of plankton are also found to ingest and retain plastic particles. 
Once microbeads reach the marine environment, it is impossible to pinpoint the source of origin.   Water treatment plants are not designed to filter out microbeads. A number of studies have found that water treatment plants do not filter all microbeads from the waste water. Moreover, not all waste water gets purified. Following heavy rain, waste water with microbeads can overflow directly into surface waters. Some countries lack the infrastructure to treat waste water completely.

As scientific understanding of the effects of microplastics on the environment continues to grow, the fate of microplastics has become an extremely important question. Increasingly, sources and impacts of microplastic pollution are being questioned and considered closely by scientists and policymakers alike. 
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Research into the quantity and consequences of microplastics in the environment is important. In light of growing evidence confirming the seriousness of this issue, there is a pressing need to address direct sources of microplastic pollution – something that is both avoidable and highly unnecessary.

Beat the Microbead App

Download the App

Consumers worldwide are now able to scan their products with the new App and will be able to add new products to the supporting database. Thanks to the App, products are constantly be checked for the unwanted presence of microbeads. 
More and more cosmetics contain microbeads, tiny plastic beads. These microplastics are a hazard to our environment.

It can be hard to determine if a product contains these microbeads. The North Sea Foundation and the Plastic Soup Foundation (funded by UNEP and Flora and Fauna International) have developed an App to easily check if a product contains microbeads.

With this App you can check if a product contains microbeads by just scanning the barcode with your smartphone camera.

This new version of the App recognizes many more products and has localised product listings. New countries are continuously added, so chances are that your country is included or will be included soon. Beat the Microbead is now a truly worldwide campaign  Visit  http://www.beatthemicrobead.org/ to download.
(Acknowledgments: http://www.beatthemicrobead.org)
So, what can we do?

We too, can join the “Ban the Bead” campaign to protect our precious oceans, and refuse to buy products containing these microbeads, and encourage others to do likewise.  
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vulnerable oceans. There is light in us
and we send it out now to the ocean, the
earth, and all the creatures that inhabit
this planet. May this great force that is
within us be strong enough to heal us
and the harm we have done to your
creation. We are all one: the earth, the
ocean, everything - everyone.
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