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PLASTIC MICROBEADS 

A BRIEFING NOTE 
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Plastic Microbeads 

 1. What are Plastic Microbeads?  

Plastic microbeads are manmade products and range in size from 1 millimeter (mm) to 

as small as 0.005 mm. They are made from synthetic polymers including polyethylene 

(PE), polylactic acid (PLA), polypropylene (PP), polystyrene (PS), polyethylene 

terephthalate (PET) and nylon.
1
 They are hard and tiny and are not soluble in water.

2
 

Plastic microbeads take hundreds of years to degrade. The solution to this problem is 

to invent and use alternatives which are completely biodegradable.         
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2. What are Microplastics?  

 
Micro plastics are plastic particles with a size lower than 5 mm and are generated when 

plastic material starts to degrade. Plastic material first degrades into small pieces and 

then further into yet smaller particles reaching micro level and nano level (i.e. one 

nanometer (nm) = 0.000001 millimeter (mm). Micro plastics are also generated through 

other sources such as shedding of microfibers from synthetic clothing, plastic tea bags, 
4 and micro plastics loss from car tyres.5  

                                                           
1 Microplastics pollution and reduction strategies by Wei-Min Wu, Jun Yang & Craig S. Criddle in Frontiers of Environmental Science & 
Engineering; Dec 30th 2016, ( https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11783-017-0897-7). 
 

2(HTTPS://WWW.ENVIRONMENT.GOV.AU/PROTECTION/WASTE-RESOURCE-RECOVERY/PLASTICS-AND-PACKAGING/PLASTIC-
MICROBEADS).  
 
3 Cosmetic makers find plenty of alternatives to microbeads, Chloe Winter, Jun 17 2018         
(https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/industries/104608533/cosmetic-makers-find-plenty-of-alternatives-to-microbeads). 
 
4 Microplastics: Premium teabags leak  billions of  particles ‐ study, (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-‐us-‐canada-‐49845940) 
 
5 (https://friendsoftheearth.uk/plastics/tyres-and-microplastics-time-reinvent-wheel)   
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3. What is the difference between Microbeads and 

Microplastics?  

Microbeads which are manufactured are known as „primary‟ microplastics. They are manufactured 

for the intentional use in specific products such as cosmetics. On the other hand microplastics 

which are created through the fragmentation of larger plastic items are called “secondary” 

microplastics.
7
 

 

4. What are Microbeads used for?  

 

Plastic microbeads are deliberately used as an ingredient as an abrasive in hundreds of personal care 

products and cosmetics. Given below is a list of products
8
 that contain plastic microbeads:  

 Toothpastes  

 Facial Scrubbers and cleansers 

 Make up items (such as foundation creams, blush, lipsticks and eyeliners) 

 Nail polish 

 Skin care products (such as sunscreen, lotions and deodorants) 

 Sanitizers 

 Shampoos and conditioners 
                                                           
6 (Source: https://watersource.awa.asn.au/environment/natural-environment/are-microplastics-a-mega-problem-for-water-utilities/) 

 
7 IOC Sub-Commission for the Western Pacific (WESTPACK); (http://iocwestpac.org/news/845.html).   

 
8 (https://www.beatthemicrobead.org/faq/). 

 

https://watersource.awa.asn.au/environment/natural-environment/are-microplastics-a-mega-problem-for-water-utilities/
http://iocwestpac.org/news/845.html
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 Hair colourings and hair sprays 

 Shaving creams 

 Anti-wrinkle cream and facial masks  

 Insect repellents 

 Baby care products 

 

The most urgent challenge in relation to the hazard of plastic microbeads faced by the World today 

is to find alternatives that are completely biodegradable. In 2017, Scientists at the University of 

Bath revealed that they have made microbeads from cellulose which is material that is completely 

biodegradable.
9
 Furthermore, companies manufacturing skincare products in New Zealand have 

introduced oats, powdered walnut shells, rosehip seed powder and sugar into their products instead 

of plastic microbeads.  Jojoba seeds (which are taken from jojoba shrub) have also proved to be 

another good alternative to plastic microbeads. Some companies such as L‟Oreal in New Zealand 

have introduced the powder made out of fruit kernels and clay as ingredients in their rinse-off 

exfoliating and cleansing products.
10

 Natural abrasives such as the above cause no harm to the 

environment and are 100% biodegradable.  

 

 
„Scrub made from brown sugar, almond oil and crushed macadamia shells’.

11
 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Continuous Production of Cellulose Microbeads via Membrane Emulsification, by James Coombs Obrien et al, ACS Sustainable Chemical 

Engineering, 2017, Vol. 5, pp. 5931−5939, ACS Publications, American Chemical Society.     

10 COSMETIC MAKERS FIND PLENTY OF ALTERNATIVES TO MICROBEADS, CHLOE WINTER, JUNE 17 2018, 
(https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/industries/104608533/cosmetic-makers-find-plenty-of-alternatives-to-microbeads). 

 
11 COSMETIC MAKERS FIND PLENTY OF ALTERNATIVES TO MICROBEADS, CHLOE WINTER, JUNE 17 2018, 

(https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/industries/104608533/cosmetic-makers-find-plenty-of-alternatives-to-microbeads). 
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5. What are the problems with Microbeads and Microplastics?  

The problem with microbeads is that they are artificial, manmade, non-biodegradable minute 

particles that get absorbed into the food chain in numerous ways.  

First, microbeads in personal care products and cosmetics (see list above) when used flow down 

drains. From there onwards it gets into the drainage systems and waterways and end up in the sea. 
In a similar fashion microplastics also end up in the sea.  

Second, these particles are consumed by all kinds of marine organisms including plankton and fish 

but remain as microplastics within them. These fish and organisms are consumed by humans and 

consequently enter into human bodies. This ingestion of microplastics leads to serious ailments 

and diseases. All kinds of marine species and birds are also badly affected by feeding on these tiny 

particles. Once ingested these particles fill up their stomachs. Consequently, because they feel that 

their stomachs are full they do not eat further.  As a result they starve and eventually die.  

 

 

 

 

 

  
 
 

‘Tiny bits of plastic have seeped into soil, fish and air, posing a threat to animal and human health’12 

Third, when microplastics which include microbeads are discarded into the oceans they begin to 

release toxic chemicals. At the same time they also “attract chemicals onto their surface”.
13

 This 

has a toxic impact on living organisms.  

Fourth, these microplastics do not degrade for hundreds of years and collect in our oceans all over 

the world.
 14

  A scientific research study published in 2014 estimated that there were 268,940 tons 

composed of at least 5.25 trillion particles floating in the World‟s oceans.
15

  

                                                           

12 From Fish to Humans, A Microplastic Invasion May Be Taking a Toll,  Andrea Thompson, September 4, 2018,  
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/from-fish-to-humans-a-microplastic-invasion-may-be-taking-a-toll/ 

13 Microbeads Briefing, March 2016, (https://www.mcsuk.org/media/ngo-microbeads-briefing.pdf.).  
 
14 Microbeads Briefing, March 2016, (https://www.mcsuk.org/media/ngo-microbeads-briefing.pdf.). 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/author/andrea-thompson/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/from-fish-to-humans-a-microplastic-invasion-may-be-taking-a-toll/
https://www.mcsuk.org/media/ngo-microbeads-briefing.pdf
https://www.mcsuk.org/media/ngo-microbeads-briefing.pdf
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Fifth, as at present technologies to remove these microplastics from the oceans does not exist.  

6. What Policies have been taken by other countries to deal 

with Plastic Microbeads?  

The Global Partnership on Marine Litter (GPML) was launched in June 2012 at the United Nations 

Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20). It recognized the urgent need not only for 

managing marine litter [of which a significant part is microplastics and microbeads] but also of 

stopping it. By doing this GPML aims at giving protection to both human 

health and the environment globally. It is a voluntary international 

framework and is comprised of governments, NGOs, academics, business 

community, local government and individuals.
16

   

 

In the USA, Congress Passed the Microbead-Free Waters Act of 2015 (by 

amending the Federal Food, Drug and Cosmetic Act (FD&C Act). The Act 

“prohibits the manufacturing, packaging, and distribution of rinse-off 

cosmetics containing plastic microbeads. This new law also applies to 

products that are both cosmetics and non-prescription (also called “over-the-

counter" or "OTC") drugs, such as toothpastes”.
17

 

By 2018, the United Kingdom, France, Sweden, New Zealand, South Korea, 

Taiwan and Canada banned “microbeads in rinse-off products”.
18

   

 

In more recent times India announced a ban on microbeads from 2020 

onwards,
19

 and Italy informed the European Commission that it will ban 

“production and marketing of rinse-off cosmetics products containing 

microplastics” from January 1
st
 2020.

20
 The objective of the regulation is to 

bring down the negative impacts of such products on the countries 8000Km 

of coastline and marine environment and other water bodies.
21

   
 

                                                                                                                                                                                               

15 Plastic Pollution in the World's Oceans: More than 5 Trillion Plastic Pieces Weighing over 250,000 Tons Afloat at Sea, Eriksen M et al,       

Public Library of Science, PLos ONE, 9(12.)  

16 Microplastics: Emerging Issues, UNEP, (www.unep.org) 

 
17 (https://www.fda.gov/cosmetics/cosmetics-laws-regulations/microbead-free-waters-act-faqs) 

18 Beat the microbead , (https://www.beatthemicrobead.org/faq/).   

 
19 Beat the microbead , (https://www.beatthemicrobead.org/faq/).   

 
20 Chemical watch (https://chemicalwatch.com/67533/italy-to-ban-microplastics-used-in-rinse-off-cosmetics-products#overlay-strip); and Beat the 

microbead (https://www.beatthemicrobead.org/faq/).   

 
21 Chemical watch (https://chemicalwatch.com/67533/italy-to-ban-microplastics-used-in-rinse-off-cosmetics-products#overlay-strip); and Beat the 

microbead (https://www.beatthemicrobead.org/faq/).   

The Municipal Waste Recycling 

Programme (MWRP) of the USAID 

is implemented in Indonesia, the 

Philippines, Sri Lanka and Vietnam. 

The overall aim of the MWRP is to 

promote the implementation of solid 

waste management and recycling 

solutions to reduce marine plastic 

waste in the said countries. The 

MWRP Project implemented by 

PILF is working towards reducing 

marine plastic waste in Sri Lanka 

through Law Review and Reform; 

Legal Training and Awareness and 

better Law Enforcement. 

PUBLIC INTEREST LAW FOUNDATION 

2nd Floor, Vidya Mandiraya, 

120/10, Wijerama Mawatha,  

Colombo 7. 

Tel: +94 -11 -2682465 

Email: 86pilf@gmail.com 

Web & FB : https://www.pilfsrilanka.org 

https://www.facebook.com/marineplasticwas

te.pilfsrilanka/ 

https://www.fda.gov/cosmetics/cosmetics-laws-regulations/microbead-free-waters-act-faqs
https://www.beatthemicrobead.org/faq/
https://www.beatthemicrobead.org/faq/
https://chemicalwatch.com/67533/italy-to-ban-microplastics-used-in-rinse-off-cosmetics-products#overlay-strip
https://www.beatthemicrobead.org/faq/
https://chemicalwatch.com/67533/italy-to-ban-microplastics-used-in-rinse-off-cosmetics-products#overlay-strip
https://www.beatthemicrobead.org/faq/
https://www.pilfsrilanka.org/

