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What are Microplastics?

▪ Small plastic pieces less than five 
millimeters in size.
▪ About the size of a sesame seed

▪ Microplastics include microfibers 
from synthetic textiles and 
microbeads in personal care 
products like face washes and 
toothpastes.

▪ Microplastics are also from break 
down of  tires, plastic bags, bottles 
and fishing line.



What Are the Impacts of Microplastics on 
Aquatic Life

▪ Impacts of microplastics are still being studied

▪ Many species confuse plastic particles for food 
items

▪ Consumption of plastic by aquatic life can:

▪ Fill stomachs

▪ Reduce feeding on nutritious food item

▪ Reduce growth

▪ Reduce reproductive ability

▪ New research shows the plastics can increase 
the transfer of toxic chemicals to aquatic 
species



What Is Known About Microplastics in the Basin?

https://www.state.nj.us/drbc/library/documents/microplastic
s-delaware-bay_Cohen-et-al_2019.pdf

https://pubs.er.usgs.gov/publication/fs20203071

https://www.state.nj.us/drbc/library/documents/microplastics-delaware-bay_Cohen-et-al_2019.pdf
https://pubs.er.usgs.gov/publication/fs20203071


DRBC Microplastic Study

▪ DRBC received NFWF funding in 2019 to institute a 
pilot study on microplastics in the Delaware estuary

▪ Collect water samples  at

▪ Four sites in the tidal Delaware River (by boat)

▪ One site in non-tidal Delaware River and nine 
tributary sites (by bridge)

▪ Use a combination of nets, grab samplers, and Niskin
samplers

▪ Samples analyzed by Temple  University – WET Center

▪ Plastic concentration, shape, color, size, and 
composition 

▪ Data would inform models that would allow us to 
identify high plastic-loading tributaries, which would 
be targeted for cleanup efforts with partner 
organizations.

DRBC Sampling Sites



How Do We Study Microplastics?

Sample Collection 
Methods

Simple Grab Sample

Niskin Sampler

Net Sample



How Do We Study Microplastics?

▪ Filtering 

▪ Sediment Removal

▪ Organic Matter Removal

Soil Sieve (https://www.humboldtmfg.com/)

Density Separation (NOAA)

https://www.humboldtmfg.com/


How Do We Study Microplastics?

▪ Samples analyzed for 
plastic concentration, 
shape, color, size, and 
composition

▪ FTIR spectroscopy used 
to determine 
composition

FTIR Analysis Output



Preliminary Results

▪ Collected a total of 18 grab samples 
and 6 net samples

▪ Plastics found in all samples

▪ Plastics also found in all blanks



Results Summary

▪ Plastics found in all locations using all 
collection methods

▪ Grab sampler collected higher 
concentration of plastics than net 
sampler 
▪ Driven by fibers

▪ Disentangling differences in results 
between collection methods is 
important before future studies

▪ Efforts should be made to 
standardize collection methodologies



How Can We Help?

Consider using the following to conserve water & reduce 
plastic waste:
▪ Refillable coffee mug 
▪ Refillable water bottle
▪ Reusable bags
▪ Say “no thanks” to the straw (or BYO)
▪ BYO carryout containers 
▪ Participate in volunteer cleanup efforts in your local 

watershed

▪ DRBC staff and members of the public participated at 
two cleanup events in 2021
▪ Frankford Creek
▪ Mainstem Delaware River at Palmyra Cove



Questions?

NOAA

Contact:

Jake Bransky
DRBC Aquatic Biologist
jacob.bransky@drbc.gov
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