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Microplastics: 
Pollution, Policy, and Profit 

 
Overview 
Microplastics are small plastic particles that range in size from 5 millimeters to 1 nanometer. Products and services 
designed to measure and manage these particles are in demand to manage the implications of microplastics 
pollution. Microplastics are emerging as a growing investment theme as governments and policymakers, utilities, 
and consumers are driving demand for filtration, testing, and alternative materials to mitigate microplastic 
pollution and potential health impacts.  
 
From a regulatory perspective, restrictions on intentionally added microplastics in products in the U.S. are 
imminent and already enacted in the EU. In addition, emerging requirements to measure and monitor 
microplastics in water and wastewater are developing. Monitoring mandates create recurring demand, such as 
sampling, lab testing, sensors, and quality assurance and quality control to ensure accuracy. Treatment 
requirements drive longer-term CAPEX (membranes, plant upgrades for filtration) and OPEX (media 
replacement, energy usage, testing supplies). 
 
While rulemaking around microplastics is evolving, the health effects consensus remains steady on one topic: 
exposure is widespread. Research is still ongoing regarding causal links between exposure and health outcomes. 
A 2019 WHO report characterized risks as low, however in recent years, numerous high-impact studies have 
reported microplastics and nanoplastics in human blood, lungs, and placental tissue.  
 
Removal of microplastics from water varies depending on the size of the particle. Conventional water treatment 
via filtration can remove the vast majority of larger microplastics. Smaller particles, such as sub-micron and 
nanoparticles require tighter membranes via nanofiltration or reverse osmosis for effective removal.   
 
Companies specializing in membrane filtration, point-of-use water treatment, water quality instrumentation, water 
testing, and ultrapure water systems are well positioned to benefit from future efforts to remove microplastics 
from our drinking water. In addition, companies that focus on converting plastic waste to renewable energy as 
well as those generating biodegradable plastics may benefit from addressing the problem at its source. 
 
 
Microplastics Market Overview 
Microplastics can be both intentionally and unintentionally produced. Intentional production involves 
manufacturing of small particles such as microbeads for commercial and industrial applications, including 
personal care products, polymer powders for coatings, and plastic pellets used for plastic manufacturing. Many 
synthetic microplastic production avenues are being phased out, particularly in the EU. Unintentional production 
arises from fragmentation of larger plastic products. Some of the leading methods of unintentional microplastic 
generation include automobile tire wear, synthetic textile degradation, paint degradation, abrasion of plastic 
waste, artificial turf dispersion, road surface abrasion, marine gear degradation, and leakage of pellets during 
industrial plastic production (Table 1).  
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                            Table 1    Top 5 Microplastics Sources by Estimated Global Volume 

 
Source Percent of Global Volume (%) 

Synthetic Textiles     35.0% 
Tire Wear 28.0 
City Dust 24.0 

Paint and Coatings 12.0 
Personal Care Products 2.0 

Plastic Pellets 0.3 
                               

Source: Horiba, 2026 
 
 
Investing areas involved in microplastics center on measurement and removal. Municipal drinking water and 
wastewater utilities create substantial demand for microplastics removal. For drinking water, method 
standardization with optimization of membranes, filtration, and advanced treatment at high-risk sources are of 
high priority. Wastewater systems require microplastics removal before discharge, and sludge management 
creates new avenues for measurement and remediation.  
 
Products that generate drinking water, both industrially via filtration and bottled water, as well as drinking water 
generation on the consumer point-of-use side, comprise another niche that is adapting to new microplastics 
policies and consumer preference demands. Bottled water companies have recently been under pressure following 
a 2024 study that showed microplastics and nanoplastics in concentrations of about 240,000 particles per liter, 
which contributed to consumer concern around their own exposure to microplastics.  
 
Supplies for these microplastics monitoring and removal niches include engineered media (membrane filters, ion 
exchange resins, coagulants); systems (skids, municipal retrofits, reverse osmosis/nanofiltration/ultrafiltration 
trains, and POU devices); measurement tools (sampling, lab prep, spectroscopy, software); and services (testing 
labs, regulated reporting, O&M contracts).  
 
The global microplastics market size can be estimated based on the various industrial arenas proximal to the topic. 
The global membrane filtration and applications market size may grow from $19 billion in 2025 to $34 billion in 
2033 (Markets and Markets). Point-of-use water treatment systems are estimated to grow in market size from $32 
billion in 2025 and are expected to grow to $54 billion in 2030 (Fortune Business Insights). Microplastics analysis, 
although a small global market, is expected to grow from $266 million in 2025 to $383 million in 2030 (Markets 
and Markets).  
 
  

https://www.horiba.com/int/scientific/resources/science-in-action/where-do-microplastics-come-from/#:%7E:text=Where%20do%20primary%20microplastics%20come,process%20in%20a%20laundry%20machine.
https://www.marketsandmarkets.com/Market-Reports/membrane-filtration-market-68840418.html#:%7E:text=%5B424%20Pages%20Report%5D%20The%20membrane,continued%20growth%20in%20these%20industries.
https://www.fortunebusinessinsights.com/point-of-use-water-treatment-systems-market-102814#:%7E:text=The%20global%20point%2Dof%2Duse,quality%20and%20household%20filtration%20solutions.
https://www.marketsandmarkets.com/Market-Reports/microplastic-analysis-market-71990844.html#:%7E:text=OVERVIEW&text=The%20global%20microplastic%20analysis%20market,recurring%20consumption%20and%20market%20growth.
https://www.marketsandmarkets.com/Market-Reports/microplastic-analysis-market-71990844.html#:%7E:text=OVERVIEW&text=The%20global%20microplastic%20analysis%20market,recurring%20consumption%20and%20market%20growth.
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Health Effects 
Research into the precise health effects is ongoing and causality is difficult to nail down. However, there are some 
well-established health facts surrounding microplastics. At the most basic level, it is indisputable that human 
exposure is widespread. A 2022 biomonitoring study reported plastics in human blood. A 2021 study reported 
detection in human placenta, which is especially significant given this organ’s essential role in human fetal 
development. The New England Journal of Medicine published a 2024 study on detection of microplastics in 
atherosclerotic plaques and association with negative heart outcomes including stroke and death.  A 2025 paper 
in Nature Medicine detected microplastics in human brains, with greater accumulation in those with dementia. 
Despite these recent reports, efforts are needed to establish causality with health outcomes. 
 
Exhibit 1 

  
                                           Source: Coffin et al., 2022 
 
Regulatory Landscape 
Although this environmental topic has been brought to the forefront only in recent years, some regulatory progress 
has already been made. The EU recently sent a strong regulatory signal worldwide with its restriction on 
microplastics (termed “synthetic polymer microparticles”) that are intentionally added into products. This 
regulation was implemented in October 2023 as entry 78 into Annex XII of REACH, and reporting obligations 
began in October 2025. The EU has also built a measurement backbone for microplastics using the Joint Research 
Centre methodology under the Drinking Water Directive. The region also has the recast Urban Waste Water 
Treatment Directive that includes a multi-year runway for microplastics testing, sampling, and filtration.  
 
U.S. federal action lags the EU, however policy steps are progressing through research and method development 
efforts at the EPA level and the Unregulated Contaminant Monitoring Rule (UCMR) cycle as the first step for 
national monitoring. State-level regulations, such as in California, have already created microplastics drinking 
water programs and standardized methods for monitoring. Product-specific national rules are implemented, such 
as the Microbead-Free Waters Act, which prohibits manufacturing of rinse-off cosmetics with plastic microbeads. 
China also enacted a microbead ban in certain consumer products.  
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Measurement 
Given the new nature of this environmental and human health problem, measurement and monitoring of 
microplastics is still developing. Standard methods do not yet exist in Europe or the U.S., and debates are ongoing 
as to which analysis technique is preferable (microscopy, spectroscopy, pyrolysis with GC/MS). The International 
Organization for Standardization’s ISO 24187:2023 establishes standardized methods for microplastics analysis, 
focusing on spectroscopy approaches and GC/MS. The EPA has stated that identifying standard methods is a high 
priority. 
 
Removal 
Conventional drinking water treatment can remove larger microplastics using sedimentation and filtration. 
However, these methods are effective on larger microplastics (10-100 microns). Smaller microplastic particle 
removal requires refined techniques such as nanofiltration (NF) and reverse osmosis (RO) (Table 2). 
       
      Table 2                                   Leading Microplastics Removal Technologies 
 

Method Particle Size Deployment 
Coagulation/Sedimentation 10-100 µm Conventional municipal 

Microfiltration (MF) 0.1-1 µm Municipal/industrial 
Ultrafiltration (UF) 0.01-0.1 µm Municipal/industrial 
Nanofiltration (NF) 1 – 10 nm Municipal/industrial 

Reverse Osmosis (RO) < 1 nm Municipal desalination/industrial 
Carbon block > 0.5 µm Consumer POU 

Granular Activated Carbon (GAC) > 1 µm Municipal/Commercial; adsorbent only 
 

Public Companies 
Several public companies are involved in microplastics sampling, measurement, and removal, as well as 
microplastics-adjacent industries. 
 
A.O. Smith Corp (NYSE: AOS) produces whole-home filtration and reverse osmosis (RO) drinking water 
systems worldwide. The company manufactures household point-of-use (POU) systems that can remove fine 
particulates.  
 
Clorox Company (NYSE: CLX) offers the Brita brand that produces water filtration for consumers; consumer 
awareness around water contaminants that has been growing recently, for contaminants including polyfluorinated 
alkyl substances (PFAS) and microplastics, among others, which could drive increased demand in CLX home 
filtration solutions.  
 
DuPont (NYSE: DD) develops advanced filtration membranes and associated materials in its Water Solutions 
division. Products include the FilmTec reverse osmosis and ultrafiltration (UF) membranes that are used in 
treatment plants for drinking water and wastewater. Membrane filtration, and particularly UF, are among the most 
effective methods for removal of microplastics.  
 
Ecolab (NYSE: ECL) is a global water and industrial water services company that supplies water management 
and treatment solutions to industrial and municipal customers. Some of its key products include Nalco Water 
filtration and separation technologies. With a broad product base, Ecolab provides industrial water purification 
and filtration to manufacturing facilities that could benefit as regulation around wastewater discharge tightens 
globally.  
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Eurofins Scientific (Euronext Paris: ERF) offers laboratory testing and analytics services including 
microplastics measurement, monitoring, and analysis in numerous different environmental compartments 
including water, soil and food. These services may see increased use as governments implement measurement 
requirements. Other companies that also deliver testing and certification services for microplastics contamination 
include SGS SA (SIX Swiss Exchange: SGSN), Bureau Veritas SA (Euronext Paris: BVI), and Intertek 
Group plc (LSE: ITRK). 
 
Ingevity Corporation (NYSE: NGVT) manufactures specialty chemicals and carbon materials including 
activated carbon filtration and environmental remediation. Although not a primary method of removal for 
microplastics, activated carbon technologies are a complement to many of the physical removal methods for 
microplastics and widely used in drinking water and industrial processing.  
 
Pentair (NYSE: PNR) is a water solutions business that provides water treatment via POU/POE technologies, 
filtration, and activated carbon products. Its Pentair X-Flow ultrafiltration membranes are used in municipal water 
and industrial water treatment plants. Retail and commercial filtration, especially high-performance membrane 
filtration, demand is expected to grow as narratives and regulations around microplastics rise. 
 
Toray Industries (TSE: 3402) is a PLA-based polymer manufacturer with products that break down more readily 
than conventional plastics and are used in packaging and industrial materials.  
 
Xylem Inc (NYSE: XYL) is a global water technology company that produces pumps, treatment systems, and 
filtration systems. Some of its key offerings include the Wedeco and Leopold filtration systems for municipal 
treatment, which are attractive to government agencies adapting to pressure and new policies regarding 
microplastics concentrations in municipal water.  
 
Membrane filters are comprised of specialized polymers, such as PVDF, PES, PSU, TFC, PP, PE, and ceramics, 
that are designed to be strong enough to withstand water pressure during the filtration process while maintaining 
a small pore size. Several companies manufacture the materials used to produce membrane filters for water 
treatment. These include Dupont, Toray Industries, 3M Company (NYSE: MMM), Donaldson Company 
(NYSE: DCI), Solvay SA (Euronext Brussels: SOLB), Arkema SA (Euronext Paris: AKE), and BASF SE 
(Frankfurt Stock Exchange: BAS). 
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              Price   Shs   Mkt. Cap. 
    HQ   Symbol(s)     (03/11/26)   (mm)   ($ mm) 
                        
 3M    St. Paul, MN   MMM (NYSE)      $   155.17          527    $81,775 
 A.O. Smith Corp.    Milwaukee, WI   AOS (NYSE)            68.11          137    9,331  
 Arkema SA    Colombes, France   AKE-FR (Paris)            63.28           76                4,809  
 BASF SE    Ludwigshafen, Germany   BAS-XE (Frankfurt)            53.57          892               47,783  
 Bureau Veritas    Neuilly-sur-Seine, France   BVI-FR (Paris)            32.87          462               15,177  
 Clorox Co.    Manchester, UK   CLX (NYSE)          112.15          120               13,458  
 Donaldson Co.    Minneapolis, MN   DCI (NYSE)            88.50          116               10,266  
 DuPont    Wilmington, DE   DD (NYSE)            45.99          409               18,810  
 Ecolab    St. Paul, MN   ECL (NYSE)          277.00          282               78,114  
 Eurofins Scientific    Luxembourg City, LU   ERF-FR (Paris)            73.29          179               13,119  
 Ingevity Corp.    Charleston, SC   NGVT (NYSE)            64.16           35                2,246  
 Intertek Group    London, UK   ITRK-LN (London)            51.71          158                8,171  
 Pentair    London, UK   PNR (NYSE)            90.87          163               14,812  
 SGS SA    Geneva, Switzerland   SGSN-EB (Swiss)          116.43          193               22,471  
 Solvay SA    Brussels, Belgium   SOLB-BT (Brussels)            29.88          105                3,138  
 Toray Industries    Tokyo, Japan   3402-TO (Tokyo)              7.49       1,536               11,510  
 Xylem Inc.    Washington, D.C.   XYL (NYSE)          122.35          243               29,731  
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Conclusion 
Microplastics are emerging as the next global environmental priority. With rapid advancements in scientific data 
and policy responses, progress toward eradicating these contaminants will likely accelerate in the coming decade. 
While the health implications for microplastics exposure remain debated, the combination of regulatory 
momentum and consumer preferences are driving opportunities for investors in the areas of water filtration, 
testing, advanced material manufacturing, and waste management. Microplastics represent a long-term problem 
that – due to the permanent nature of these particles – is going to persist and only companies that provide filtration 
and analytical services, as well as alternative materials, can solve for it.  
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