
Fish 'n chips 'n plastic on our dinner plates
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New data suggested a 2.5 million square-kilometre plastic patch has developed

Our oceans have a plastic problem. Up to 236,000 tonnes of microplastics – tiny pieces of broken-down plastic – enter seas worldwide every year,
a study last year estimated.

Another study suggested that every square kilometre of the world's oceans has 63,320 microplastic particles floating at the surface.

New Zealand is a long way away from some of the big polluters like the US, Europe, India and China, but currents can carry plastic for thousands of
kilometres to garbage patches in places like the South Pacific. 

In May, 38 million pieces of plastic were found on Henderson Island, which is part of the remote Pitcairn group, 5500km east of New Zealand. 

FISH 'N CHIPS 'N PLASTIC?

The plastic in our seas is being eaten by some of the creatures which live there, so when we eat fish or seafood, there is a risk we could be eating the
plastic too.
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A plastic bottle and a tyre are seen near a fishing boat on Fundao beach in the Guanabara Bay in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

Ongoing research from the Auckland University Institute of Marine Science in July 2017 suggested that of eight species common in New Zealand, only
one did not eat plastic.

The research, conducted by PhD student Ana Markic, was the first to explore plastic's impact on Kiwi fisheries, with neither the fishing industry nor the
Ministry for Primary Industries (MPI) having investigated in the past. 

Markic said the full findings of the research would be available in March. 
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Are you cutting out plastic
bags?
Share your stories, photos and
videos.

A spokesman for MPI said it would be carefully examining the results of the study, as it does with all research about potential emerging risks to New
Zealand's food supply. "At present there are no plans to add plastics research into our monitoring programme. Science is constantly evolving, and if
any compelling evidence emerges to suggest we should change our approach, we will consider it," the spokesman said.

Other studies overseas have looked at the issue further. In Belgium, scientists at Ghent
University showed that people eating shellfish are eating up to 11,000 plastic fragments in
their seafood each year. Fewer than 1 per cent of those fragments are absorbed, but they
will still accumulate in the body over time.

A study from Plymouth University showed plastic was found in a third of UK-caught fish,
including cod, haddock, mackerel and shellfish. 

HANDOUT

Larval perch that has ingested microplastic particles.

In 2011 in the Clyde in Scotland, 83 per cent of Dublin Bay prawns, the tails of which are used in scampi, had ingested microplastics, and so had 63
per cent of brown shrimp tested across the English Channel and southern part of the North Sea.  

WHERE DOES THIS PLASTIC COME FROM?

Lots and lots of places. We're surrounded by plastic in our daily lives, and much of it can end up in our waterways.

It's thought at least 8 million tonnes of mishandled plastic waste washes into the world's oceans, rivers and lakes each year. There it partially, but not
wholly, breaks down into small fragments.
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How much plastic is in your fish?

A 1994 study of the seabed using trawl nets around the coasts of Spain, France and Italy found that plastic debris accounted for 77 per cent of rubbish
in the sea, of which 93 per cent was plastic bags.

Tiny microplastics can come from everything from the fibres on your clothes and dust on your car tyres to paint and microbeads. Every time synthetic
clothes - such as fleece, acrylic and polyester - are washed they lose thousands of microscopic fibres. It is estimated that 1 million tons of these tiny
fibres are discharged into wastewater each year, where more than half get past the filters in the sewerage system and escape into the environment. 

Scientists also think that the simple friction of your limbs brushing against each other when wearing these types of clothes can cause fibres to break
off into the air, where they add to the pollution.

Meanwhile, vehicle tyre dust on our roads is washed into sewers, and from there into streams, rivers, and
oceans. Cars and trucks emit more than 20 grams of tyre dust for every 100 kilometres driven. Dust from
road markings, ship paint and house paint contribute also contributes. 

Microbeads will be fully banned in New Zealand by May 2018. About 100 personal care products in New
Zealand contain the tiny plastic beads, and it is estimated about 10,000 tonnes a year of
plastic microbeads are used globally, usually for exfoliation or polishing.

WHY DO FISH EAT THE PLASTIC?
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Fishermen prepare to fish amidst floating garbage off the shore of Manila Bay in the Philippines.

Until recently scientists thought fish ingested tiny particles of plastic by accident while they were hoovering up floating pieces of plankton or krill.

But a recent US study on anchovies showed that when plastic is mixed with salt water and begins to disintegrate, it releases an odour which is smells
like food to foraging fish. 

A team in Plymouth in the UK in 2015 released film they had captured under a microscope showing zooplankton eating microplastic. Plankton are at
the bottom of the ocean's food chain, so all other life - from fish to whales - needs them to survive. 

WHAT ABOUT OUR DRINKING WATER?

Click to play full video

Oceans Could Hold More Plastic Than Fish by 2050, Report Says
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Is the water we drink free from plastic? A recent investigation by Orb Media showed that 83 per cent of the tap water samples taken from five
continents tested positive for the presence of plastic fibres.

About half of New Zealand's drinking water is pumped from the ground , so it is not clear if these findings could apply here. 

Ministry of Health director of public health Dr Caroline McElnay said drinking water standards in New Zealand did not include microplastics "among
the potential contaminants that are routinely monitored by drinking-water suppliers".

SHOULD WE BE WORRIED?

The short answer is that we don't know for sure. A 2016 United Nations Report said that "the risks microplastics pose to human health through
consumption of contaminated food need to be considered, but these are still difficult to determine".

The report said research was only just beginning into how much plastic we are eating, and what that means in the long term.

However, a recent study published in Nature suggested tiny plastic fragments were able to move from the digestive system to the flesh of
four commonly eaten fish species. Doctoral candidate Abolfazl Golieskardi, of Universiti Putra Malaysia, said that highlighted that plastic could be
directly consumed by humans. "This raises serious concerns about the safety of seafood products and their impacts on human health," he said.

With regard to the Auckland University study on New Zealand fish species, an MPI spokesman said more information was needed about what impact
plastic in fish and seafood could have on humans who ate it.

"There is a lack of knowledge internationally on what any findings of plastics in seafood mean to human health, a conclusion also reached by the
European Food Safety Authority last year," he said.

Meanwhile, Seafood New Zealand chief executive Tim Pankhurst said the industry was aware of the concerning increase of plastic finding its way into
the ocean, but was not aware of any research in the field by industry.
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