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Abstract: Microplastics have become one of the most serious environmental hazards today, raising
fears that concentrations will continue to rise even further in the near future. Micro/nanoparticles are
formed when plastic breaks down into tiny fragments due to mechanical or photochemical processes.
Microplastics are everywhere, and they have a strong tendency to interact with the ecosystem, putting
biogenic fauna and flora at risk. Polyester (PET) and polyamide (PA) are two of the most important
synthetic fibres, accounting for about 60% of the total world fibre production. Synthetic fabrics are
now widely used for clothing, carpets, and a variety of other products. During the manufacturing or
cleaning process, synthetic textiles have the potential to release microplastics into the environment.
The focus of this paper is to explore the main potential sources of microplastic pollution in the
environment, providing an overview of washable polyester materials.

Keywords: microplastics; wastewater; textiles; polyester; polyester ageing

1. Introduction

Floating microplastics are the most widespread pollutant in the aquatic environment,
acting as a contaminant for all aquatic organisms due to their constant deficiencies. Because
of their small size, microplastics are consumed in large quantities by aquatic organisms,
causing physiological problems. Microplastic ingestion has been related to lower food in-
take, developmental disorders, and behavioural changes. Data show that nearly 700 aquatic
organisms worldwide are threatened by microplastic ingestion [1,2]. A variety of factors
influences the biodegradation of microplastics, which is why it is important to understand
the properties of the plastics. As plastics continue to disintegrate and defragment, the
availability of microplastics will increase. Microplastics also have a tendency to change
the density over time and, as a result, float because of biological fouling. The importance
of microplastic composition has recently been highlighted in numerous publications. In
general, a plastic composition refers to the polymer from which the plastic is made, and the
density of microplastics is defined by this composition [1].

All plastic products with a diameter less than 5 millimetres are classified as microplas-
tics [3,4]. Two types of microplastics have been listed in the literature so far: the primary
and secondary forms. The primary form of microplastics contains microgranules and can
be found in cosmetics, whereas the secondary forms of microplastics are produced by the
degradation process of larger plastic parts, e.g., poly(ethylene terephthalate) or PET bottles,
or by the abrasion of synthetic textile materials, often called microfibers. However, there
are certain inconsistencies in the use of the terms microplastics and microfibers, particularly
in the context of textiles. As a result, these terms should not be misunderstood and used to-
gether [1,3]. Microplastics enter sewers, seas, and oceans due to human errors, carelessness,
and fragmentation when using various materials such as paints, rubber, textiles or other
plastics (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Microfibres detected in laundry effluent, wastewater and seawater [5]. 
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By adding different types of additives to the polymer, they can be modified and their
range of application extended. The most common additives are paints, fillers, UV protective
agents, modifiers, lubricants, etc. Additives such as flame retardants and plasticizers have
been found to be ubiquitous in various production processes and released into water and
ground [6]. Regardless of technological advances and changing lifestyles, 2015 data shows
that recycling remains a low priority. Only about 18% of PET is recycled, 10% of PE and
high-density PE (HDPE), almost 6% of low-density PE (LLDPE), and less than 1% of PP [7].

Plastic additives, such as thermal stabilizers, are often used because they allow high
processing temperatures. Plastic additives usually have negative connotations because there
is insufficient evidence, as shown by the exposure to bisphenol A (BPA) in polycarbonate
products. The EFSA (European Food Safety Authority) stated in 2007 that human exposure
to BPA is below the TDI (lifetime exposure). Plasticizers are also found in microplastics,
where there is a wide variety, including: adipates, phthalates, trimellitates, etc. [8].

2. Fragments of Plastics and Polymers

The high productivity and extremely slow biotic breakdown of plastics cause them to
spread in the environment as a result of adverse wastewater effects. Plastics that enter the
aquatic environment and their residues may remain for months, or hundreds or thousands
of years. During this time, they are defragmented by mechanical and photochemical pro-
cesses, resulting in the formation of microplastics (<5 mm) or nanoplastics (<1 µm) [1,9,10].
It should be noted that the term polymer is often used in everyday language in a similar
way to plastic, so it is necessary to clarify the basic difference.

A polymer is a large molecule called a macromolecule, which consists of building
units, so-called monomers. Macromolecules can be linear, branched, or crosslinked. The
main difference between polymers and plastics is that plastics are mixtures/blends of two
polymers or a polymer and low-molecular-weight compounds (additives) such as UV or
thermal stabilizers, flame retardants, dyes, antioxidants, pigments, antimicrobial agents,
lubricants, fillers, and others, according to the final applications [11–14].

Plastics can be used in many applications and various forms: clothing and textiles
(PET, PAN, etc.), cookware (Teflon–PTFE), food containers (form HDPE, LDPE, or cups
from PS), packaging (bags or bottles from PET), bearings (PA), epoxy glue, isolations (PS or
PUR), silicone (heart valves), floor coverings (PVC), etc. [12,13,15–17]. Plastics based on
PET, PE, PP and PA are mainly used in the textile industry.

Plastics are mostly derived from petroleum, including the category of polymers
containing an ester functional group in each repeating unit of their main chain, but
the most commonly used type of polyester in textile use is polyethylene terephthalate
(PET), polypropylene, polyethylene, and polyvinyl chloride, of which polypropylene and
polyethylene are common and standard products, Table 1.
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Table 1. Applications and specific density of different synthetic polymers found in the marine
environment [9,18].

Categories Common Applications Specific Density [g/cm3]

Polyethylene (PE-LDPE, LLDPE) Plastic bags, six-pack rings, bottles 0.91–0.93

Polypropylene (PP) Rope, bottle caps, netting 0.90–0.92

Foamed polystyrene (PS) Cups, buoy 0.01–1.05

Polystyrene (PS) Plastic utensils, food containers, packaging 1.04–1.09

Polyvinyl chloride (PVC) Bags, tubes 1.16–1.30

Polyamide or nylon (PA) Ropes 1.13–1.15

Polyethylene terephthalate (PET) Beverage bottles 1.34–1.39

Polyester resin + fibreglass Textiles >1.35

Polycarbonate (PC) Electronic compounds 1.20–1.22

Cellulose acetate (CA) Filter cigarettes 1.22–1.24

Polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE) Teflon items, tubes 2.10–2.30

Low-density plastics, such as PP and PE, form fragments with a lower density than
water and thus float on the water, whereas higher-density polymers, such as PET, form
plastics that do not float but already settle depending on their movement and sinking speed.
Positively charged plastics usually float on the water surface, but only for a short time prior
to becoming contaminated and mixed in with other waste.

One of the most important properties of plastic is its durability. Due to inadequate
waste management, plastic pollution occurs on land and in the sea. Larger pieces of plastic
are scattered, which is particularly visible in coastal areas where the effects of waves and
UV light are strongest. High temperatures combined with intense UV radiation affect the
decomposition of plastic, whereas lower temperatures and less UV radiation result in much
slower decomposition [19]. Depending on the causes of decomposition, there are several
mechanisms: biodegradation, photodegradation, thermal degradation, thermo-oxidative
degradation, and hydrolysis [18].

Photodegradation, photo-oxidation, UV decomposition, and oxidative degradation
are synonyms for the same process. It is a phenomenon in which UV light in combination
with atmospheric oxygen changes the physical and chemical structure of plastics [20]. The
rate of degradation can vary depending on the environment and temperature, but pho-
todegradation has been shown to be the most influential factor in the degradation processes
of this type [20,21]. UV light affects plastics depending on the conditions present [22].
Ranjan and Goel have shown that the degree of photodegradation varies depending on
the environment. The oxygen content of water and oxygen are needed for the degradation
process [23].

Biodegradation is carried out by microorganisms under aerobic and anaerobic condi-
tions [24,25]. Microorganisms change the chemical structures, sizes, shapes, and masses
of plastics through hydrolysis. Aerobic degradation is a process that uses oxygen as an
oxidant and decomposes organic matter to carbon dioxide and water. This process often
takes place in nature where oxygen is abundant. Anaerobic decomposition is the process of
decomposition in the absence of oxygen. Thermal degradation refers to chemical changes
in polymers as a result of elevated temperature [26]. Thermooxidative degradation is a slow
oxidative process at moderate temperatures, and hydrolysis means degradation caused by
water reaction [18].

Direct plastic contamination is an irreversible process because plastic is not degrad-
able and there is almost no way to collect these microplastic particles in water resources
after the plastic has been sprayed into microplastics. A real example of a primary plastic
product where plastic directly plays an important role in cleansing the face or skin, be-
sides toothpaste, is exfoliating creams. Here, plastic particles, usually polyethylene (PE)
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particles, remove dirt from the face. After rinsing the face or body, these particles end up
in wastewater and thus in the sewage system. As a result, the United States has banned
the use of plastic beads in creams and cosmetics. This has led some industries to list and
identify sustainable particles that are certainly biodegradable and are almost equivalent
to the microplastic particles found in cosmetics, even in terms of price, solvent resistance,
surface shape, uniform size, and mechanical properties. Biodegradable products have
been replaced by: natural hard material (human walnut), synthesized bio-based polymers
(polylactic acid), and natural polymers (starch, lignin) [27]. There is a growing interest in
the development of green plastic using natural resources. Green plastic is divided into two
groups: green plastic made from monomers derived from biomass such as vegetable oil,
and natural polymers such as chitin or lignin, which have extremely high biocompatibility
and biodegradability [13].

Ageing of Polymers

Ageing is a term used in polymer science when the properties of polymers change
over a period of time. Previous studies have shown that ageing causes the degradation of
polyester at the molecular level. Theoretically, there are two types of ageing mechanisms:
physical and chemical. Physical ageing is the most common type of ageing, corresponds
to changes that have occurred in the composition (water absorption) and in the chain
configuration itself, most often when the intermediate molecules have been modified but
without changing the chemical structure of the polymer. The main groups of physical
ageing are structural relaxation or a reduction in free volume and physical ageing, which
occurs due to solvent penetration or release of plasticizer. Chemical ageing, on the other
hand, is the result of reactions with external agents such as water, oxygen, UV radiation, or
ionizing radiation. Considering the problem of polyester during washing, the emphasis is
on the interaction of polyester with water. Physical ageing in amorphous parts of polymers
occurs below the glass transition temperature, Tg. Penetration of water or other small
molecules into the interior of the polymer leads to a sharp drop in the glass transition
temperature. Water is a polar solvent, and its solubility in polyester is expected to be very
low. Water has the ability to react with ester groups, so in this case, it is a type of physical
ageing with water. It is a reversible process that is often accompanied by irreversible
damage that occurs in the fibre matrix itself or at the fibre interface [28–31].

One of the most important mechanisms for degradation is physical ageing due water
or wet ageing. Lemmi et al. studied the nature of physical ageing of polycrystalline PET,
varying the temperature and duration of ageing, and then compared how ageing directly
affects fibre strength (Figure 2) [32].
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The results obtained show that the materials aged for 12 and 35 min at a temperature
lower than 160 ◦C show no difference from the untreated yarns. Materials processed above
160 ◦C but less than 200 ◦C show a decrease in strength below 1.11 cN/tex. Polyester
samples aged at temperatures of 140 ◦C and 160 ◦C for a period of 12 min and 35 min
showed almost no difference in strength compared to the untreated samples. However,
the strength decreased with increasing temperature, and the toughness also decreased by
about 5% at 200 ◦C and 19% at 220 ◦C. A sample aged at 220 ◦C for 35 min has almost 31%
lower strength than the untreated polyester.

The parameters of thermal ageing significantly affect the mechanical and physical
properties of the samples. In summary, the strength and thermal elongation are inversely
proportional to the ageing temperature [32].

3. Textiles—Source of Microplastic Pollution

Textiles are also considered one of the major sources of microplastic pollution. Mi-
croplastics from textiles generally have a fibre shape, which is why they are often referred
to as microfibres [33,34]. The main sources of microplastic fibres released from textiles
are textile manufacturing and industrial and household washing. Cai et al. have shown
that, during yarn spinning, microplastic fibres are released five times more from textiles
with processed surfaces, such as fleece or plain brushed. Additionally, many studies have
provided estimates of microfiber emissions from synthetic textiles during machine washing.
Numerous studies and results show that textiles are among the main potential polluters due
to the release of fibres, and that one of the reasons for this is the washing process [34–50].
Research has shown that the type of construction itself affects the amount of microfibers
released. It would be convenient to use fabrics with a compact weave and as high a density
as possible. The first wash releases most of the microfibers, and as the number of washes
increases, the release will decrease. It is emphasized that washing parameters such as time
and temperature have an influence on the release of microfibers [44]. Some possibilities to
avoid this phenomenon are listed in Table 2.

Table 2. Possibility of preventing the release of microfibers [51].

Textile parameters

Type of fibres
Hydrophilic fibres release more
fibres than synthetic ones
The strength can also affect tearing

Yarn properties Yarns with more twists and longer
filaments release less microfibres

Structure of fabric

Thermally cut fabrics release less
than mechanically cut fabrics
The influence of knitted and woven
structure is not entirely clear

Ageing of fabric
The impact is not predictable
because the garment does not pass
a complete lifecycle

External parameters Washing machine

Vertical drum machines contribute
more to the release than horizontal
ones, although this is related to the
bath ratio

It has been shown that, among all textile fibres, polyester and cotton are the most widely
used, with a total annual demand of 46 million tons, if polyester is included [1,35,52,53].

Polyester fibres belong to a group of fibres composed of macromolecules, synthesized
polymers with a linear structure characterized by ester bonds (-CO-O-) linking the constitu-
tional units, after which the whole group is named. Poly(ethylene terephthalate), PET, is
the most abundant polymer in the polyester fibre group. Taking into account the data from
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2017, PET accounts for 50% of the total man-made fibres produced, and 14% are made from
recycled PET [1].

As for its properties, polyester has a density of 1.37–1.45 g/cm−3, sinks very quickly, is
non-biodegradable, and shows some weathering resistance. Although polyester is resistant
to weathering, the fragmentation mechanisms are not, so photo-oxidation and hydrolysis
can occur in marine environments. The change in pH in the ocean can change the chemical
equilibrium of the microplastic itself by increasing or decreasing the rate of chemical
leaching from the polyester surface, i.e., PET, which is generally considered a safe fibre,
may become extremely hazardous in the near future [1,54,55].

Recently, PET polymeric materials and PET fibres, especially in the form of plastic
bottles and packaging, have often raised environmental issues related to microplastics.
It should be noted that polyester is not harmful to health and the environment, but due
to its high presence, i.e., its high volume in waste, low biodegradability, and partial
resistance to biological and atmospheric agents, the biggest problem is the release of
microplastics into the environment. Due to these characteristics, polyester belongs to the
category of environmentally unfriendly materials. Increasing the percentage of recycled
PET production is economically and environmentally acceptable due to two segments:

• Creation of added value with low quality materials;
• Reduction in the plastic waste increase [56].

Among the studies reviewed, polyester is the most commonly investigated textile
material because of its widespread use in the textile industry [53]. Some other studies
deal with other textile materials such as polyamide [57–61], polyacrylic [62], and their
blends [63,64]. It has also been found that natural fibres such as cotton minimise the risk of
environmental pollution compared to synthetic textiles due to its biodegradability [57,58].

3.1. Textiles—The Release in the Washing Process

It is well-known that, in the washing process, five partners act in synergy: textile
material, water, detergent, washing machine and stain. Water serves as a medium for
the transport of thermal and mechanical energy, as well as for washing. Various physical
and chemical mechanisms occur during textile washing. The main parameters that affect
washing performance are mechanics, temperature, chemistry, and time [65–69]. Their joint
action is responsible for a satisfactory washing effect (Figure 3).
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Washing in household washing machines increases the mechanical agitation (action),
which shortens the time, and the factors in the Sinner’s cycle are changed. As far as chemi-
cals are concerned, this group includes detergents that are biodegradable and, therefore,
environmentally friendly.

The washing of household textiles has been shown to be an important source of
microplastic contamination, although the release of fibres from textiles is not yet fully
understood [57]. In some literature sources, the washing process is mentioned as a source
of contamination of plastic fibres. These data showed that a single garment can release more
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than 1900 fibres per wash cycle, and that almost all garments emit more than 100 fibres
per litre of wastewater [65]. In addition, studies have shown a release of 0.033–0.039% by
weight of fibres from polyester garments after washing, although it should be noted that
no experimental conditions are given. In conclusion, home textile washing is a continuous
source of microplastic emissions in wastewater, and the relationship between the process
of washing, and the release of microplastics is proportional.

As for the release of microplastics during the washing process, it should be noted
that this problem applies to a greater extent to synthetic textiles, not so much to natural
fibre materials, since natural fibres are biodegradable. The representative of the synthetic
fibres is usually the polyester fibre. According to the available literature data, the release of
fibres during washing is most often studied at different temperatures, with the addition of
different amounts of detergents, and using certain mechanics and time. The results showed
that the average size of the released fibre was 11.9 to 17.7 µm in diameter, and the length
was 5.0 to 7.8 mm [36,37,62].

Kelly et al. [70] have shown the relationship between the effect of time and washing
temperature, confirming that at smaller temperature and time intervals there is no differ-
ence, that at 15 and 30 ◦C for 15 to 30 min there is no effect on the release of microplastics,
whereas at higher temperatures from 60 ◦C, there is a significant increase in the release of
microplastics when polyester fabrics are processed. When mentioning and comparing tem-
peratures of 15 and 30 ◦C, it should be noted that these temperatures fall into the category
of “cold” washing. When comparing temperatures, there is a significant increase in the
amount of microplastics when washing at 60 ◦C, but also at less than 60, whereas below
30 ◦C, there is only a minimal change in the release of microplastics. Therefore, the temper-
ature is not such an important factor affecting the increase in or release of microplastics.
Considering the mechanics of washing itself due to a prolonged time cycle of washing, the
research found that the release of microplastic would be significantly increased, although it
should be noted that there was no significant difference in the release of microplastics at a
duration of 8 h. Additionally, the detergent has no effect on the release of microplastics.
However, there are some doubts about the effect of detergents. For example, the study
shows that steel balls are used with the detergent, which could interact with the detergent
as a mechanic when they would enhance the effect of the detergent, thus forcing it into the
fabric itself and creating many bubbles. However, this research has not yet been sufficiently
explored, but I would like to draw attention to the fact that the safe type of the child itself
has some influence on the release of the microplastics [70].

Although there are many publications on the release of microfibres during washing,
other possible pathways of microplastic particle release into the environment have only
recently been investigated. One of these is drying in tumble dryers [71–73]. Household
tumble dryers play an important role in the release of microfibres from textiles into the
environment or into the air. This is because the air from the dryer is usually not treated
before it is released into the environment, and the microfibres are released directly from
the dryer or into the surrounding space or through the ventilation pipe into the environ-
ment [71–74]. As the textiles spin in the dryer, the microfibres could be released from the
textiles, especially at higher temperatures. The release of microfibres from large commercial
dryers is not known but could also be significant and not negligible. Furthermore, if the
dryers are not connected to the ventilation system, human microfibres can be released
directly from the air of the enclosed space [73,75]. Microplastics have been detected in
indoor and outdoor air all over the world. Based on a normal exposure scenario, it has
been estimated that a child could ingest more than 900 microplastic particles per year via
dust [76].

When investigating the effect of repeated washing cycles on the release of microplastic
particles, Sillanpää et al. concluded that the release was reduced by about 90% in the last
cycles [35]. On the other hand, Hartline et al. found that older garments released more
microplastics during a continuous wash cycle of several hours. Various observations were
also made when investigating the effect of detergents on the release of microplastics. For ex-
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ample, Napper and Thompson and De Falco found that the presence of detergents generally
leads to an increased release of microplastic particles. Pierc and his colleagues reported that
the detergent had no significant effect on the release of microplastics [35,61,62,70,74,77].

The release of textile fibres may also be affected by parameters other than the type
of the fabric and the washing and drying process. Some other studies have investigated
the effects of water hardness, water softeners, temperature, and the type of washing
machine [39,59,61,62,74,77–79]. Zambrano et al. reported that the type of shedding is
affected by fibre friction, shape, thickness, stiffness, and abrasion resistance. They linked
the stronger shedding of cotton fibres mainly to the stronger hairiness of cotton fabric
compared to other fibres studied. The authors found that polyester is one of the materials
with the lowest abrasion resistance compared to cellulose fibres. They concluded that
fabrics with higher abrasion resistance, higher yarn strength, and lower hairiness are
desirable factors to reduce fibre shedding during washing [78].

Among the synthetic materials used, polyester fibres shed more microfibres compared
to other synthetic fibres such as acrylic and polyamide. Knitted fabrics were also found
to release more fibres. Other researchers suggest that the selection of a suitable spinning
method could control the structural compactness and thus solve the problem of loose
structures, hairiness, and twisting of the yarn [43,80]. De Falco et al. have found that fabrics
release more microfibres than knitwear, depending on the type of fibres used in the textile
production. Knitwear is made of filaments, whereas woven fabric is made of double yarn
with greater hairiness. As for the surface mass of the textiles, they have shown that the
release of fibres is not affected [77].

Further research results show that the number of microfibers released from polyester
and cotton fabrics after the first wash varied from 2.1 × 105 to 1.3 × 107 and that the largest
number of fibres came from cotton fabrics. Indeed, the results showed that the annual
emission of microfibers in Finland was estimated to be 154,000 kg (PES) and 411,000 kg
(cotton) [35]. Synthetic waste effluents from washing machines contain released fibres
which are then transported to the wastewater and sewage system, and are deposited or
floated in them (Figure 4).

Materials 2022, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 16 
 

 

 
Figure 4. The microfiber shedding mode. 

Guo et al. found that polyester microfibers are able to change soil structure and or-
ganic matter transfer, which also shows that they can affect not only water resources but 
also soil function. They wanted to show what effect microfibers have on enzymes by stor-
ing soil organic carbon, the micromolecules. They hypothesized that polyester microfibers 
have a great tendency to alter the overall microbial community in the soil as well as the 
activation of enzymes and the effect of cycling organic carbon in the soil. The authors 
concluded that the addition of polyester microfibers had the same effect on the whole soil 
community, and the activity of lactose and cellulose in the soil was also improved by the 
addition of microfibers, but the addition of microfibers also reduced the total amount of 
organic matter in the soil [81]. 

3.2. Wastewater and Microplastics 
Wastewater treatment plants can serve as an entry point for microplastics into the 

environment. The water treatment process is often influenced by the particle size. Large 
solid particles are removed from wastewater treatment plants, and thus the concentration 
of organic matter is reduced [4]. To reduce the amount of particles in wastewater, some 
wastewater treatment plants use a filter or a membrane bioreactor (MBR). Pretreatment is 
also a required step in wastewater treatment plants, which is divided into three stages, 
primary, secondary, and tertiary [6], each involving different procedures:  
• mechanical; 
• chemical; 
• physico-chemical; 
• biological; and 
• chemico-biological. 

Over the past decade, wastewater treatment has been constantly needed to improve 
wastewater quality. However, the final technologies to improve wastewater quality are 
not specifically designed to remove microplastics. According to the literature review, new 
wastewater treatment methods may improve the final step of removing microplastics 
from wastewater [82]. These newly developed technologies can effectively remove micro-
plastics from wastewater, but they are a very expensive process, which is difficult to install 
into existing plants and are used only for applications that require high quality standards 
An example of this is membrane bioreactors, which adsorb only water and small particles 

Figure 4. The microfiber shedding mode.



Materials 2022, 15, 2683 9 of 15

Guo et al. found that polyester microfibers are able to change soil structure and organic
matter transfer, which also shows that they can affect not only water resources but also soil
function. They wanted to show what effect microfibers have on enzymes by storing soil
organic carbon, the micromolecules. They hypothesized that polyester microfibers have a
great tendency to alter the overall microbial community in the soil as well as the activation
of enzymes and the effect of cycling organic carbon in the soil. The authors concluded that
the addition of polyester microfibers had the same effect on the whole soil community,
and the activity of lactose and cellulose in the soil was also improved by the addition of
microfibers, but the addition of microfibers also reduced the total amount of organic matter
in the soil [81].

3.2. Wastewater and Microplastics

Wastewater treatment plants can serve as an entry point for microplastics into the
environment. The water treatment process is often influenced by the particle size. Large
solid particles are removed from wastewater treatment plants, and thus the concentration
of organic matter is reduced [4]. To reduce the amount of particles in wastewater, some
wastewater treatment plants use a filter or a membrane bioreactor (MBR). Pretreatment
is also a required step in wastewater treatment plants, which is divided into three stages,
primary, secondary, and tertiary [6], each involving different procedures:

• mechanical;
• chemical;
• physico-chemical;
• biological; and
• chemico-biological.

Over the past decade, wastewater treatment has been constantly needed to improve
wastewater quality. However, the final technologies to improve wastewater quality are
not specifically designed to remove microplastics. According to the literature review, new
wastewater treatment methods may improve the final step of removing microplastics from
wastewater [82]. These newly developed technologies can effectively remove microplastics
from wastewater, but they are a very expensive process, which is difficult to install into
existing plants and are used only for applications that require high quality standards An
example of this is membrane bioreactors, which adsorb only water and small particles
after primary and secondary treatment using cross-flow filtration. Another limitation of
this technology is the high demand for energy sources, which results in a high cost for the
process, making it uneconomical [4].

Thanks to rapid sand filters and discfilters, scientists have achieved the fast removal of
microplastics by physical separation [83]. Microplastic can also be isolated during filtration,
microfiltration 0.1–1 µm, ultrafiltration 2–100 µm, and nanofiltration 2 nm. Biochar has been
used in sand filter systems for filtration efficiency. Microplastic particles with a diameter of
up to 10 µm can be removed with an efficiency of 95% [84]. Electrocoagulation, in which
coagulants are produced by electric current, is also applicable. In most cases, this involves
iron or aluminium electrodes reacting with hydroxide ions formed after electrolysis to
form hydroxide coagulants. The microplastic becomes very unstable in the presence of the
coagulants formed and remains suspended in the sludge blanket. The results showed that
about 90% of microfibers were removed [84] by electrocoagulation.

The number of microplastics can be influenced by lifestyle, population, climate, and
seasonal conditions. The fact is that the amount of microplastic is highest in warmer condi-
tions than in colder ones. It has been shown that wastewater samples contain fragments of
PP and PE, whereas sludge contains PA, PET, and PS, as denser polymers are deposited dur-
ing the treatment process [85]. Studies have also shown that a human can ingest between
39,000–520,000 microplastic per year through food and beverages, with levels naturally
depending on age and gender [86]. Thanks to the method, it is possible to distinguish
microplastics from non-plastic particles on the filter membrane using µ-FTIR [87].
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4. Mitigation Measures for Microplastic Contamination

In this context, synthetic textiles stand out and disintegrate, and some measures are
proposed to be applied during the production process.

4.1. Prevention

Adjusting the next steps has a significant impact on preventing the formation of mi-
crofibers. First of all, it is recommended to use high-quality products, focusing on clothes
made of natural fibres. Then, if possible, it is important to avoid the use of mechanically
finished fabrics such as fur or fleece. Furthermore, it is recommended to use appropri-
ate chemicals (less alkali detergents—liquid or gel, softener, and other finishing agents)
that reduce the release of microfibers. The emphasis is that the main problems include
microplastics/microfibres and insufficient regulatory standards [88]. Airing out clothes
after each use also reduces the number of washes and thus the release of microfibers [60].

4.2. Measures Proposed for The Production Process

The impacting parameters are: twisting yarn to increase elasticity and resistance,
reducing the thickness because this automatically reduces the number of fibres, increasing
the fabric density because this increases the strength of the structure, reducing the use
of short fibres, and careful choice of textile auxiliaries to prevent friction between fibre–
detergent and fibre–fibre, as well as to protect against mechanical stress in the washing
machine [43,78,80,89].

The study mentions two biodegradable coatings as protection against physical stress,
namely chitosan and pectin. Textile Company Lenzing AG announced that it uses al-
ternatives to biodegradable materials such as Tencel (Lyocel), viscose, and Modal. The
functionalization of the protective layer itself is based on the use of pectin, a natural polysac-
charide that is extremely cheap and very readily available. It is known as a waste product of
sugar and sunflower oil production. The test results of the washed treated fabrics showed
a significant reduction in microfibers by up to 90% compared to untreated fabrics and a
promising resistance to the washing process as well [90].

The proposed measures cover the exclusive use of an ultrasonic cutter to reduce the
amount of precipitated fibres by about 50%, less brushing during processing, the use of
recycled PET, and the removal of existing fibres before shipment.

Innovative surface treatment aimed to create a protective layer on the surface to
reduce the release of microfibers from the surface. Chitosan is an amorphous solid white,
harmless, odourless, and biodegradable biopolymer. It is soluble in acid but not soluble in
alkali, water, or any organic solvent. The production of chitosan lacks the desired purity,
which is extremely important in the pharmaceutical industry. The chitosan used in the
textile industry is of low purity and can be used directly in fibre production. Studies
have shown that chitosan can reduce the harmful release of microplastics during the
dyeing process [91,92]. Chitosan also has an antibacterial effect and is used in finishing to
obtain antibacterial fibres [93–97]. Some studies have shown good resistance to washing
and antibacterial activity of chitosan-treated fabrics against Staphylococcus aureus in up
to five washing cycles [93,94]. The treatment of polyester fabrics with chitosan leads to
a significant antistatic effect in addition to its antibacterial properties. Matsukawa et al.
treated polyester fabrics with chitosan by hydrolysing its surface with a sodium hydroxide
solution to incorporate it into a functional group (-COOH) [23,26]. It is also important to
know that polyester can be dyed directly if it has been previously treated with chitosan
in an alkaline treatment and impregnated in this bath and is then ready for dyeing. The
alkaline treatment improves the adhesion of chitosan to the polyester surface, resulting in
a stronger depth of colour [98,99]. It is noted that obtaining better effects depends on the
amount of chitosan and its properties, such as the degree of deacetylation or molecular
weight. However, the amount of chitosan should be carefully dosed because the higher the
viscosity, the more undesirable the effects.
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4.3. Mechanical Means of Preventing the Release of Fibres during Use

Cora Ball is made of soft plastic, with pores that can adhere microfibers to its surface
in the washing process. Collected microfibers can easily be removed by hand. The results
show that the total amount of fibres absorbed by the ball is about 35% in each wash. It is
also important that the used ball retains the ability to collect microfibers compared to a
newly purchased ball [89].

4.4. Innovative Methods for the Direct Removal of Microparticles from the Aquatic Environment

It is possible for microplastics to degrade through the action of microorganisms that
degrade microplastic to biomass, carbon dioxide, methane, water, and other inorganic
compounds. Degradation parameters such as environmental parameters, UV radiation,
solar radiation, moisture, and the physical and chemical properties of the polymer play
an important role. In addition to microorganisms, microplastics can also be degraded by
bacteria. Biocatalyst cells, Comamonas Testosteroni, are able to degrade PES and thus reduce
the release of microplastics. At the beginning of the process, the diameter of PES was
7.30 µm; after treatment in alkaline medium, the diameter decreased to 1.58 µm, which
promoted the rapid degradation of PES under alkaline degradation conditions by bacteria,
and by biosorption, which allowed the adsorbate to bind to the surface of the adsorbent.
Studies have shown that algae and brown algae tend to adsorb microplastics due to the
presence of alginic acid in their walls. The functional carboxyl group is present in brown
algae, and thanks to this group, the plastic can bind to the adsorbent [100,101].

5. Conclusions

Microplastics have become a serious threat to the environment and human health.
Therefore, the gradual release and use of microplastics, which occurs directly in the fibre
production itself, must be drastically reduced and be part of a global initiative, even before
research studies on the long-term risks and consequences are available. The environmental
aspects of microplastics are not sufficiently considered, it is not given enough importance,
and most people are not aware of its negative effects. There is a need to develop as many
programs as possible to monitor microplastics and thus play a key role in the prevention
and management of microplastic pollution. Many countries have not developed a strategic
approach to the largest sources of microplastics accumulating in water, nor have they
developed processes to clean them up efficiently. There are several research projects that
have investigated the impact of microplastics on final waste, as well as the removal of
microplastics during each step of the process in wastewater treatment plants. Therefore, it
is crucial that the machines are economical, energy efficient, and environmentally friendly
to reduce the emission of microplastics as cost-effectively as possible. As far as polyester
and the release of microplastics are concerned, the primary objective is to produce polyester
with optimal structural parameters and switch to the most recycled production possible.
It is necessary to use the most suitable agents that protect the structure of the polymer
and prevent the release of microplastics during washing. It is also necessary to optimize
the washing and drying processes of synthetic materials, as they are unique and market
relevant. Finally, it is obvious that this interdisciplinary topic will continue to be relevant
in the future and there is great potential for further research.
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