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By Wendy Graham updated on August 26, 2024

Did you know that some food items contain microplastic? Worryingly, here are ten

key food and drink items that have been found to contain microplastic.

Nobody would willingly chow down on a bowlful of plastic. However, over the past few

years, scientists have horrifyingly been finding microplastics in some of the most

common foods that we eat and the beverages that we drink.

In fact, one study estimates that we each could be consuming as much as 5 grams of

plastic a week. That’s the equivalent weight of a credit card. Over the course of a year,

that’s 52 credit cards. Yikes!
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Firstly, What Is Microplastic And Where Does

It Come From?

Before looking at which foodstuffs contain microplastic, let’s first understand what

microplastic is, and where it comes from.

Microplastics are what we call fragments of any type of plastic less than 5 mm in length.

Sometimes these are visible to the human eye, other times they are so small that they

cannot be seen.

Microplastics come from a variety of sources. Some microplastics are produced for

commercial use, such as in the cosmetics industry. Whilst microbeads are now banned

from products such as face scrubs, body washes and toothpastes, other cosmetics like

makeup and sunscreen (yes, sunscreen contains microplastic) are permitted to contain

microplastic.

Other microplastics result from the breakdown of larger plastic items. These include

plastic water bottles, plastic bags, and other items made of plastic.

Microplastics are also shed from synthetic clothing when washed. Some can be derived

from other textiles, such as fishing nets. Car tyres are also a major source of ocean

microplastics. Meanwhile, paint flaking off of marine vessels is a major source. In short,

there’s no single source, which makes it difficult to turn off the tap when it comes to

microplastic.

Microplastics enter our food chain when they enter our oceans and waterways, and enter

our soil. When microplastics are in the food we eat and the water we drink, this means

we are ingesting plastic.

The long-term effects of consuming plastic are not yet fully understood by scientists.

However, microplastics have been worryingly found in the placentas of unborn babies, in

human faeces, and in our organs, such as our lungs, liver, spleen, and kidneys.
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Now we know more about microplastic, here are the food and drink items that scientists

have found to contain microplastic. Use the quicklinks to jump to the details about a

specific foodstuff, or keep scrolling for the full guide:

Fruit & Vegetables

Salt

Tea

Bottled Water

Beer

Wine

Rice

Fish & Shellfish

Meat & Meat Alternatives

Honey

Fruit & Vegetables

In 2020, Italian researchers found microplastic in fruit and vegetables. Apples and carrots

have the highest levels of microplastic particles. However, microplastics appeared in

other crops such as pears, broccoli, lettuce, potatoes, radishes, and turnips.
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Contamination in fruit and vegetables is thought to occur when plants suck water that

contains microplastics up through their roots. The microplastic passes into the shoots

and forms the edible parts of the plants. Fruit is more highly contaminated than

vegetables. This is because fruit trees are older with deeper, more established root

systems, and so they take in more water compared to vegetables.

Salt

Would you like some microplastic on your chips? Yup, research has found microplastics

in 90% of table salt brands sampled from across the globe.

This means that even if the food you eat doesn’t contain microplastic, then what you

season it with probably does. The bad news is that microplastic in salt isn’t

geographically isolated to one part of the world. Therefore it’s impossible to find a salt

that doesn’t contain microplastic. Sea salt has the highest concentration of microplastic,

followed by lake salt and then rock salt.

Tea

Microplastics aren’t just found in the food we eat, but also in the beverages we drink.

Tea, for example, contains microplastic. This is because some teabags are heat-sealed

using polypropylene plastic, to stop tea bags from breaking. Other brands use plastic

mesh tea temples in place of paper-based tea bags.

The good news is that over the past six years, brands have been phasing out the use of

plastic in their teabags. Check out my post on plastic-free teabags for an updated list for

2024.

Bottled Water

If you’re thinking sod tea, I’ll just stick to water, then I’ve got bad news. Tap water

contains microplastic.

9/4/24, 12:53 PM The Food & Drink Items That Contain Microplastic - Moral Fibres

https://moralfibres.co.uk/food-drink-items-contains-microplastic/#:~:text=Apples and carrots have the,microplastics up through their roots. 6/17

https://www.nationalgeographic.co.uk/environment-and-conservation/2018/10/microplastics-found-90-percent-table-salt
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-49845940
https://moralfibres.co.uk/the-teabags-without-plastic/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/sep/06/plastic-fibres-found-tap-water-around-world-study-reveals
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/sep/06/plastic-fibres-found-tap-water-around-world-study-reveals


If this news makes you want to pass on tap water, then the bad news is that bottled

water contains even more microplastic. In fact, researchers found that bottled water

contains roughly twice as many plastic particles compared to tap water. It was also found

that the single largest source of plastic ingestion globally is through water, both bottled

and tap.

It’s not entirely clear why bottled water is more contaminated. It could be contaminated

source water. However, it is more likely that it has come from the plastic polymers used

to make the bottles and bottle caps.

Reach for the tap if you can – it’s better all round.

Beer

Bad news, beer lovers. In 2020, scientists found microplastic in beer. The study looked at

a variety of beverages. Whilst microplastics were found in most of the beverages studied,

beer was found to have the highest levels of microplastics.

Whilst the average number of particles found in beer was similar to the average number

of particles found in tap water, water supply isn’t always a factor. Another study found

that two beers brewed in the same city using the same municipal water supply had wildly

different microplastic levels. This suggests the beer production process may also

generate microplastics.
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Wine

In 2020, scientists found microplastics in wines capped with plastic stoppers. Out of 26

types of Italian white wines tested, all but two bottles were found to have microplastics

in them.

The study would suggest that switching to wine sealed with cork stoppers is better,

however, frustratingly the study didn’t compare wine sealed with cork stoppers to those

sealed with plastic stoppers.

Rice

Fancy a side of plastic with your curry? A 2021 study found that microplastic is found in

packaged rice. Regardless of whether the rice was packaged in paper or plastic, the type

of packaging made no difference. And worryingly, pre-cooked rice (such as sachets of

microwavable rice) contains four times as much plastic. The takeaway here is to try to

avoid instant rice, if you can, and instead cook your own.

The researchers tried a number of methods to see if they could reduce the concentration

of microplastic in rice. They found that shaking the rice in its packaging made no

difference in the concentration of plastics. However, they did hit top-tip gold. Washing

your rice before cooking reduces plastic contamination by 20 to 40%.

Fish & Shellfish

Unsurprisingly, samples of fish and shellfish contain microplastic. Zoologists believe that

this has come from fish ingesting microplastics found in water or on the seafloor, or by

ingesting prey that have previously ingested microplastics themselves. Commercially

farmed fish are also likely to be fed fishmeal that inadvertently contains microplastic.

Not all seafood is equal though. Since microplastics usually start out in an animal’s gut,

seafood which includes the animal’s stomach, like mussels, oysters, shrimp, prawns, and

other filter-feeding sea life, may be more likely to contain higher levels of microplastic.
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Meat & Meat Alternatives

A 2024 study found that 90% of proteins – including pork, beef, chicken, tofu, and other

plant-based alternatives – could contain as much microplastics as fish.

Highly processed proteins tended to have higher levels of microplastics – suggesting that

processing contributes to microplastic contamination. Meanwhile, tofu had one of the

lowest levels of microplastic concentrations.

Honey

Finally, I think the most worrying finding on my microplastic and food research mission

was finding out that honey contains microplastic.

Bees are the most infinitely complex and fascinating creatures. The bodies and legs of

bees are covered in thousands of tiny hairs. When bees are in flight, these tiny hairs

become positively charged. This is partly because of the friction of the air against the

bee. When a positively charged bee lands on a flower, it attracts the negatively charged

pollen grains. These grains then naturally stick to the bees’ hair.

It’s a whole world of wonder. And you’re probably wondering where the microplastic

comes into play. Well, it’s not just pollen that the tiny hairs on bees collect and hold.

These positively charged hairs also attract other matter. Traditionally this would have

been bits of plant matter or dust, but it seems that bees are now also attracting airborne

plastic (often derived from car tyres). This plastic gets taken back to the hive and

consequently ends up in honey.

Where or who you buy your honey from seems to have little impact on the concentration

of microplastic in each jar. One team of Danish scientists studied bees from hives located

in different settings. Some hives were located in a city, and other hives were located in

suburban and rural areas.

It was anticipated that the bees located in urban areas would present the highest counts

of microplastics. This is because urban areas contain the highest densities of

microplastics. And indeed, the city bees did have the highest counts of microplastics.
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However, the surprising finding was that the counts of microplastics on suburban and

rural bees were not much lower. This highlights the role of wind in dispersing

microplastics.

So What To Do About Microplastic In Food?
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The probability is that microplastic is in the vast majority of the food that we eat and the

things we drink. What’s more, it’s also in the air that we breathe. A study at Macquarie

University in Sydney took samples of airborne dust from homes, where it was found that

40% of it was plastic. There’s simply no way to avoid microplastic.

Microplastic is a global problem that we as individuals alone can’t solve. What’s more,

there isn’t one single solution to eliminating microplastic from the food we eat. Scientific

American says that according to microplastic experts, in order to get a handle on our

microplastic problem, the world needs to take three primary steps.

“In the short term society needs to significantly curtail unnecessary single-use plastic

items such as water bottles, plastic shopping bags, straws, and utensils. In the medium

term, governments need to strengthen garbage collection and recycling systems to

prevent waste from leaking into the environment between the trash can and the landfill

and to improve recycling rates. And in the long run, scientists need to devise ways to

break plastic down into its most basic units, which can be rebuilt into new plastics or

other materials.”

I would add a fourth primary step. That is corporations need to reconsider their

packaging and consider alternatives away from throwaway plastics as a matter of

urgency. The worst plastic polluters include Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, Nestle, Danone, Proctor

& Gamble, Unilever, and Colgate-Palmolive. These companies have a huge responsibility

to curtail their plastic packaging and plastic usage.
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Where Do We Begin?

In the interim, I think that instead of asking whether it is dangerous to eat apples or

drink water or beer that contains microplastics, we should use this knowledge as a

conversation starter.

Discussing, as a society – including consumers, governments, scientists, and

manufacturers – just how and when we should use various types of plastic materials

feels like a good way forward. As a society, we can and must do better, and finding ways

to turn the tap off on microplastics is imperative.

Found this post useful? Please consider buying me a virtual coffee to help

support the site’s running costs.
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