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Towards a 
definition 

of microplastics 
Rapport 2015 

 

• Consistent monitoring 

• Transparant risk 
assessment 

• Legal certainty 

• Level playing field 

 

 

 



Elements of microplastic definition 

1. Chemical composition 
2. Solid 
3. Size < 5mm 
4. Solubility 
5. Persistence 



RIVM rapport: “Towards a defintion of microplastics”  link 

http://www.rivm.nl/Documenten_en_publicaties/Wetenschappelijk/Rapporten/2015/augustus/Towards_a_definition_of_microplastics_Considerations_for_the_specification_of_physico_chemical_properties


Definition of plastic 

ISO: “a material which contains as an essential 
ingredient a high polymer and which, at some stage 

in its processing into finished products, can be 
shaped by flow”. 

 
REACH: a polymer material is defined as a 
substance meeting the following criteria : 
• a) Over 50 percent of the weight for that 

substance consists of polymer 
• …. 
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Definition:  which polymers? 



What is  
solid ? 



Size 

• WG-GES of MSFD: 

• Large microplastics 1-5 mm 

• Small microplastics 20 um-1 mm 

 

• IUPAC 

• 0.1-100 um 

 

• EU recommendation nano: 1-100 nm 



Solubility 

• REACH poorly water soluble: < 1mg/L 

• Note the conditions: pH en temperatuur 



Persistency 

Criteria for persistency according to REACH 
Annex XIII [45]. 

Compartment    Half-life (days) 

Marine water     >60 days 

Fresh- or estuarine water   >40 days 

Marine sediment    >180 days 

Fresh- or estuarine sediment  >120 days 

Soil       >120 days 

How to measure or test persistency? 



2014 
Quick scan and prioritization of 

microplastic sources 

Aim:  

Select relevant land-based sources for further 
investigation and potential measures. 

 



By gentlemanrook - originally posted to Flickr as Plastic Pellets - "Nurdles" http://tarabethleach.com/remember-you-are-dust/ 

Primair Secundair 



Selection of sources 

Based on: 

• National Emission registration 

• Results expert meeting (n=21) 

• Literature, internet  
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Prioritization 

Multi Criteria Analysis: 

1.volume of the emission,  

2.Essentiality of the source,  

3.Possibility of quick win measures,  

4.Social perception of risk 

5.Choices for consumers 

 



Results 

link 

http://www.rivm.nl/en/Documents_and_publications/Scientific/Reports/2014/december/Quick_scan_and_Prioritization_of_Microplastic_Sources_and_Emissions


Estimated emissions (EU)  



Take home messages 

• Waste, laundry fibres, plastic pellets, tyre 
wear and paint are considered  the most 
relevant secoundary sources of microplastics 

• Cosmetics and abrasive cleaning agents are 
considered the most relevant primary sources 
of microplastics 

• For product regulation a more detailed 
defintion is needed. 



THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION 


