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Abstract: As a new type of pollutant, microplastics (plastics with a size smaller than 5 mm) has received
an increasing concern. This paper summarizes the research progress in microplastics from the aspects of
the source, distribution, and ecological and environmental effects. Studies show that the microplastics in
the ocean basically come from the fragmented or degraded plastic litter under the action of sunlight, wind,
wave and ocean currents. Terrestrial input, plastic trash from the ship and abandoned aquaculture floating
devices are the main sources of marine plastic litter. Marine microplastics are globally distributed and have
been found in the coastal area, oceans, deep sea and polar regions. The deep sea is the sink for microplas-
tics. Microplastics can affect both the photosynthesis of marine algae and the hatching and reproduction of
certain marine organisms. They can lead to the malnutrition and even to the death of some marine organ-
isms. The pollutants carried by the microplastics or attached on its surface can be brought into global dis-
tribution under the action of ocean currents, causing a complex toxicity to the marine organisms. In order
to decrease marine plastic litter, control marine microplastics pollution, support pollution prevention and
protect marine environmental safety and human health, the future research will focus on the following are-
as: the quick separation and fast on-line identification of microplastics, the effects of ocean currents on
global transportation of microplastics, the effects and mechanism of complex toxicity of microplastics on
marine environment, the establishment of management and technology system, and related policies and
regulations.

Key words: microplastics; plastic pollution; microplastic source; ecological effect; marine pollution; ma-
rine litter
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