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Humans consume less than  
one salt grain of microplastic  
per week
Wageningen researchers have calculated that most of the world’s population 
ingest less than one salt grain of microplastic per week. It is not yet known  
what risks this entails.

Microplastics are minute particles that are 
found in clothing and cosmetics, for exam-
ple, or are created when plastic breaks up 
or fragments. Researchers in the Aquatic 
Ecology and Water Quality Management 
group developed a mathematical model of 
humans’ exposure to microplastics. This 
model is innovative in that it allows for uncer-
tainty and variation in the presence of micro-
plastics in the air, drinking water and so on.
The model calculations show that most of 
the world’s population ingest about 0.0041 
milligrams of microplastic per week — less 
than a grain of salt. This figure could be up 
to 676 milligrams of microplastic for 1 in 20 
people, depending on their dietary habits 
and the concentrations in food products. 
The simulations predict that the average 
person will accumulate 12.3 milligrams of 
microplastic in the course of their life. But 
only 41 nanograms will actually be absorbed 
by the body. Furthermore, microplastics 

do not play a big role in the uptake of toxic 
substances such as lead or benzopyrene, as 
many researchers had expected.
The model uses measurement data on 
microplastics in the air, water and eight dif-
ferent food products. These products make 
up 20 per cent of an average diet. ‘There is 
no data for many products about how much 
microplastic there is in them,’ explains Bart 
Koelmans, professor of Aquatic Ecology and 
Water Quality Management. ‘But the values 
for measurements using human faeces show 
that the model is reasonably in line with the 
real world.’
Koelmans cannot yet say anything about 
the health risks of the calculated exposures. 
‘To determine that, we first need to know 
the concentration at which the particles 
have an effect.’ The research was published 
on 16 March 2021 in Environmental Science & 
Technology.
Info: bart.koelmans@wur.nl

Laser prevents  
spread of bird flu
Lasers keep wild birds away from 
poultry farms, thereby preventing 
the transmission of bird flu, a study 
by Wageningen Bioveterinary 
Research shows.

Migrating birds can spread the bird flu 
virus through their excrement. It was 
already known that laser beams can keep 
wild birds away from airfields and rub-
bish tips. Last winter, the Wageningen 
research institute installed a laser on a 
mast in the chicken run of a laying hen 
farm. In the evening and at night, the 
laser shone on the chicken run, while 
during the day it also lit up the surround-
ing fields.
Camera images showed that when the 
laser was not there, wild birds regularly 
visited the chicken run, especially at 
night. They foraged for food and swam 
in pools. The next day, the hens drank 
from the pools. Bird flu can be transmit-
ted to the chickens by this route. The 
laser prevented visits by wild birds to the 
chicken run almost entirely (99.7 per 
cent). The sweeping laser also kept the 
surrounding fields clear. A permit is  
required for the use of lasers.
Info: armin.elbers@wur.nl
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