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In recent years, scientists
have found plastic pollution in
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TAKING MICROPLASTICS TO HEART — AND LUNGS

THE WORRISOME PARTICLES TURN UP DEEP IN THE

has plastic in it" declared lead author
Heather Leslie, an environmental scientist
at the Free University of Amsterdam, in the
accompanying press release.

Soon after, in the journal Science of
the Total Environment, researchers at
England's University of Hull reported
finding microplastics in living human
lungs for the first time. Analyzing tissue
removed during surgical procedures, the
team detected the particles in 11 out of 13

samples.
What surprised the scientists was not

only the near-ubiquity of the specks, but
also how deeply they had spread: There
were significantly more in the lower

_ portion of the lung, where the airways are

narrowest, “We thought particles of this
size would have been trapped by mucus

' before making it that deep,’ says Laura
- Sadofsky, a senior lecturer in respiratory

-medicine and the study's senior author.
'-'Mlcroplastlcs which result from the

’xb eakdown of items ranging from water
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bottles to machine parts, can be absorbed
through ingestion or inhalation. They've
been shown to cause health problems in
many animals, including aneurysms in fish
and cognitive impairment in hermit crabs,
and to have toxic effects on cells in vitro.
Their impact on human health, however,
is not yet known.

“That's really where we need to go
next,’ Sadofsky says. But the particles'’
omnipresence makes them challenging
to study outside of a sealed lab. “They're
in the air around us,’ she explains. “You
have to be very careful that what you're
finding isn't just coming from there!

— KENNETH MILLER
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