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NYTIMES

A video at https://youtu.be/DqCEGVowbog shows the dirty
truth about the problems caused by the increase in wet
wipes, which are not biodegradable.

Don’t flush wipes
down your toilet
Wastewater treatment
plants are confronting another synthetic menace
that is clogging the gears of
plumbing networks around
the world: the common wet
wipe. Aggressive marketing to adults has made the
wipes, long used for baby
care, even more popular.
Market research, cited in
a Bloomberg News article
last year, suggested that
from 2008 to 2013, sales of
the moist wipes grew 23
percent to $367 million.
But unlike toilet paper,
wipes are not biodegradable. Instead of breaking
down, they are costing cities millions on repairs and
disposal. New York City has
spent more than $18 million in the past five years
on wipe-related equipment
problems, officials said.
Since 2008, the volume of
materials extracted from
screening machines at the
city’s wastewater treatment plants has more than
doubled, an increase due
mainly to the wipes.
City officials there are
tackling the problem by
introducing a City Council
bill, with the backing of
Mayor Bill de Blasio, to pro-

hibit advertising synthetic
moist wipes as flushable.
Its environmental department also launched a public awareness campaign
on proper wipe disposal:
throwing them in the trash.
Rethink what you flush
wherever you live. The toilet is not a trash can. Even
products labeled “flushable” can clog your pipes
and sewage pump stations,
damage equipment and
cause sewage overflows. So
they should not go down the
drain because they don’t
magically disintegrate; instead, they are simply shuffled off somewhere else,
where they wreak havoc.
The wipes also wash up on
beaches around the world,
and when they make their
way into the ocean, sea
creatures like turtles ingest
them and eventually die.
Flush only toilet paper
and human waste in the toilet. Refuse non-biodegradable products, but if you
must use them, dispose of
them in your regular trash.
These include wet wipes,
bandages, makeup pads,
kitty litter, sanitary products, etc.
— Anna McCartney
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Grace Abele, left, and Madalyn Wagner document trash
for their group’s cleanup of a Presque Isle beach.

Iroquois students say
‘no’ to plastic bags
The Lego League and
the Community Problem
Solving Team from Iroquois School joined to participate in an International Coastal Cleanup on the
beaches of Presque Isle
State Park. Both groups of
students are researching
the issue of plastic grocery
bags and the impacts they
have on our environment,
especially as marine debris. “The cleanup was a
good experience because
we were able to witness
the problem with all the
debris on the beaches,”
said participating student
Marisa Schnars.
Student learned that
over 1 trillion plastic bags
are used annually but less
than 5 percent are recycled. Because Americans
throw away 1 billion bags
each year, students are
developing solutions by
implementing a grocery
bag recycling program
at their school. They also

hope to work with local
businesses to improve
marketing of the reusable
bag and create incentives
for shoppers that use them
to reduce their use of plastic bags (“say no to plastic
bags”). The Iroquois Lego
League team will present
its project at the First Lego
League Robotics competition at Penn State Behrend
this Saturday. The Community Problem Solving Team
will be competing with its
project in March 2016. The
international competition
occurs in Lansing, Mich.,
in June.
For more information
on Community Problem
Solving, visit www.fpspi.
org/cmps.html; for information on the Lego League,
visit www.firstlegoleague.
org/sites/default/files/
Challenge/TRASH-TREK/
TRASH-TREK-Challenge.
pdf.
— Anna McCartney
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Research by Sherri “Sam” Mason, a SUNY Fredonia chemistry professor, and other scientists are showing tiny bits of
plastic, known as microbeads and microfibers, are emerging as one of the more troubling forms of pollution in the
Great Lakes, especially Lake Ontario and Lake Erie.

Information, please

We need research on synthetic materials and aquatic life
By ANNA McCARTNEY
Contributing writer
Municipal wastewater
plants and septic systems
were not engineered to
remove harmful synthetic
waste. They were designed to treat biodegradable bodily waste and food
waste.
But today human activities regularly introduce
a wide range of synthetic
contaminants into wastewater, including plastic
microbeads, plastic fibers
from clothing, chemicals
in pharmaceuticals and
personal care products
(PPCPs) and others.
Tons of this non-biodegradable material is
being flushed down the
drain, polluting the Great
Lakes and water resources
around the globe. These
pollutants end up in surface, ground and drinking
water when either raw sewage or the effluent (treated
wastewater) is released.
And since many of them
remain in the environment,
these contaminants can
have serious consequences
for fish and other aquatic
life and humans.
Included in this waste
are:
▀ Microplastic particles,
including beads, fibers and
fragments. Microbeads are
becoming pervasive due to
their use in about 100 types
of personal care products.
Researcher Sam Mason
from the State University of
New York at Fredonia and
her team have identified
microbeads in all five Great
Lakes and have found them
in the effluent sampled
from 33 treatment plants
across New York state and
one in North East. Mason
has also found synthetic
fibers from garments, and
other products that have
replaced cotton and wool.
Your favorite fleece can
shed thousands of fibers
with every washing. When
laundered, microscopic filaments, which are made of
petroleum-based materials
such as polyester and nylon, break off and go down
the drain.
▀ PPCPs are a diverse
group of chemicals contained in human and veterinary drugs; dietary supplements; and other consumer products including
fragrances, antibacterial
soaps, cosmetics and sunscreens, laundry and cleaning products. These chemi-

cals are washed down the
drain or are flushed down
the toilet. (The excretion
of drugs not absorbed by
our bodies contributes
the largest source of pharmaceuticals in household
wastewater.)
▀ Other chemicals such
as
organophosphate
flame-retardants, and perfluorinated compounds in
stain-resistant or nonstick
products, including clothing and cookware.
The traditional methods
of wastewater management have not significantly
changed in response and
neither has the legislation.
The Clean Water Act has
not been amended in 28
years and does not have
limits on these pollutants.
Water regulations are established after extensive
scientific studies demonstrate the health effects
and the levels that may be
harmful.
But due to lack of research funding and because anticipating the effects of low-level exposure
to these chemicals and
plastics is difficult, much
of this information is absent. For example, exposures that occur at sensitive developmental stages
(in fetuses and infants) may
have greater effects than
exposures during other life
stages, but chemical safety
tests are usually done on
adult animals. Furthermore, while people are exposed to complex mixtures
of chemicals, most studies
focus on one chemical at
a time, so we have limited
knowledge of the potential
health effects of mixtures
of these chemicals at low
levels.
However there is growing evidence that these
chemicals are affecting
aquatic life, particularly
fish, by affecting their reproduction and development. Microplastics are
also getting into the food
chain when they are mistakenly ingested. These
can act like sponges and
adsorb toxic chemicals on
their surface, prompting
further concern.
Knowing this, shouldn’t
we keep these pollutants
out of our waste?

ANNA McCARTNEY,a
communications and
education specialist for
Pennsylvania Sea Grant,
can be reached by e-mail at
axm40@psu.edu.
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Microbeads — bits of plastic in personal-care products —
are washing into the Great Lakes and present an
environmental hazard to fish and other wildlife that ingest
them because they absorb toxic pollutants.
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Microscopic plastic fibers from inside the body of a Great
Lakes fish raise new alarms about fibers shed from your
fleece and other synthetics when laundered but too small
to be removed from wastewater.
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While some states have passed microbead bans, the
California ban avoids any loopholes that would allow
potentially harmful substitutes. Start your own ban today.
Refuse microbeads: www.beatthemicrobead.org.

CONTRIBUTED PHOTO/ Gina Longstreet

Wastewater treatment plants and septic systems can’t
remove endocrine-disrupting chemicals (EDCs) from
PPCPs, which can harm wildlife and pose threats to
humans, especially unborn babies and young children.
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Check out these websites
to learn more:
http://seagrant.psu.edu/topics/water-quality
www.fredonia.edu/chemistry/Faculty/
Mason.asp
www.beatthemicrobead.org/en/product-lists
https://ag.ny.gov/pdfs/Microbeads_
Report_5_14_14.pdf

Microplastics and chemicals in
pharmaceuticals and personal care products that
cannot be removed by wastewater treatment are
increasingly building up in rivers, lakes and other
water sources. Learn more about these pollutants
by visiting today’s Web sites.
Write a letter for “your space” encouraging
your fellow students, parents and the community
to refuse products made with disposable plastic
and unnecessary chemicals to keep
them out of the environment. Use
facts to support your letter. E-mail it
with your photo to axm40@psu.edu.

