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Abstract: Microplastics (MPs) are abundant in soil and the subsurface environment. They can co-
transport with pathogens or act as vectors for pathogens, potentially causing severe ecological harm.
The interaction of MPs with pathogens is an important topic. To describe the origins and features
of MPs in the subsurface environment, we evaluated relevant studies conducted in the laboratory
and field groundwater habitats. We explore the interactions between pathogens and microplastics
from three perspectives including the respective physicochemical properties of microplastics and
pathogens, external environmental factors, and the binding between microplastics and pathogens.
The effects of some interaction mechanisms and environmental factors on their co-transport are
discussed. The key factors affecting their interaction are the particle size, specific surface area, shape
and functional groups of MPs, the zeta potential and auxiliary metabolic genes of pathogens, and
the hydrophobicity of both. Environmental factors indirectly affect MPs and the interaction and
co-transport process of pathogens by changing their surface properties. These findings advance our
knowledge of the ecological behavior of MPs–pathogens and the associated potential health hazards.

Keywords: microplastic–pathogen interactions; environmental factor; co-migration; health risk

1. Introduction

Thompson developed the term “microplastics” (MPs) in 2004 to refer to the tiny
plastics found in the ocean [1]. The concept was then used to describe tiny plastic trash
fragments found in the environment as a result of consumer and industrial waste disposal
and decomposition. Recent studies and government reports put the particle size of MPs
between 5 mm and 1 µm, with nanoplastics having particle sizes less than 1 µm [2–5].
Currently, there are two classification methods for MPs: primary and secondary [6,7].
Primary MPs are plastic fragments or fibers that are less than or equal to 5 mm in size
before entering the environment [8]. These include microfibers from clothes and plastic
fragments from cosmetics and industrial manufacturing [9]. Secondary MPs comprise
a range of plastic fragments with an initial size greater than 5 mm. These MPs can be
reduced in size over time by a variety of biological, physical, and chemical weathering
processes [4,10]. Nanoplastics have been less studied and are generally considered to be
generated during the degradation, manufacturing, and use of plastics [11–13]. There is a
public misconception that MPs in the environment are a single contaminant rather than a
mixture of multiple plastic particles [14,15]. In actuality, the environment contains more
than seven different kinds of MPs (Table 1) [16].
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Table 1. Types of plastic polymers commonly found in the environment.

Type Molecular Structure Classification Brief

Polyethylene terephthalate
(PET)
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dramatic increase in the region’s population. Increasing human activity has accelerated
the industrialization of the Amazon Basin. Although the Amazon Basin covers 4.7 percent
of the world’s land area and has only 0.4 percent of the global population, it is thought to
generate 10 percent of the plastic waste in the world’s oceans [19]. The concentration of
MPs in water bodies in southern India’s coastal regions can reach 19.9 items/L, with the
most common types being polyamide (PA), polypropylene (PP), polyethylene (PE), and
polyvinyl chloride (PVC) [20]. The average abundance of MPs in the Pearl River’s urban
portion and estuary is 19.86 items/L and 8.902 items/L, respectively, with the primary types
being PA and cellophane [21]. MPs have also been found in the sedimentary aquifer of the
Bacchus Swamp in Australia, with an average concentration of 38 ± 8 items/L [22]. PE,
PP, polystyrene (PS), and PVC were the most common. More than 90% of the fish sampled
in the Nandu River carried MPs, with an average concentration of 0.6–5.8 [23]. MPs have
also been discovered in mussels, raptors, and even drinking water [24–26]. According to
Cox et al. [27], the number of MPs consumed per adult every year ranges between 74,000
and 121,000, which is the equivalent of 52 bank cards. The majority of MPs in an organism
collect in the gut. MP accumulation and toxicity in the fish gut have been studied, and it
appears that MP accumulation in the fish gut causes a range of toxic consequences such as
intestinal mucosal damage and inflammation, and may also contribute to the dysbiosis of
gut microbes [28]. Yong et al. [29] evaluated the relevant findings in a mouse model, where
long-term MPs ingestion may result in intestinal liver lesions and other metabolic issues
such as decreased energy metabolism.

Multiple outbreaks of viral and bacterial infections such as H1N1, COVID-19, pul-
monary tuberculosis, and cholera in the past few decades have aroused serious concerns
regarding the movement of dangerous germs. There is evidence that MPs can affect how
harmful germs are transported while acting as carriers [30]. Nevertheless, it is unclear
whether pathogens adsorbing on MPs influence the health of organisms when they con-
sume such MPs. According to research on an e-waste disposal site in Guangdong, MPs
form a new biological niche in the soil environment, and bacteria are well-suited to dwell
on the surface of MPs [31]. More than 20 species were found colonizing the surface of
MPs in a well-urbanized river in Chicago, USA, with average cell densities ranging from
0.037 to 0.063 cells µm−2 [32]. It has been shown that floating microplastic contaminants
can facilitate the spread of pathogens over long distances to pristine locations far from
land-based sources of contamination, potentially mediating the spread of pathogens in the
marine environment, with important implications for wildlife and human health. Studies
have shown that floating microplastic contaminants can facilitate the long-range dispersal
of pathogens to pristine locations far from land-based sources of contamination, potentially
mediating the spread of pathogens in the marine environment, with significant impacts on
wildlife and human health [33]. Harmful microorganisms and gut-associated pathogens
in wastewater colonize the surface of microplastics upon entering the aquatic environ-
ment [34]. Therefore, the ingestion of microplastics may pose a threat to aquatic organisms
not only because of their inherent toxicity, but also because of their potential to act as
vectors for disease transmission. Fabra et al. [35] studied the uptake, accumulation, and
physiological responses of oysters to virgin and E. coli-coated MPs and discovered that
oysters exhibited a greater uptake of E. coli-coated MPs. Although oysters retain less than
0.5% of total MPs and bioaccumulate minimally over short periods, germs on their surfaces
may be transferred along the food chain to higher trophic levels by eating MPs. This could
endanger both the ecosystem and human health. Microplastics can act as collectors of
pathogens and transporters in the trophic chain.

Due to the diversity of MPs and pathogens, it is of great significance to study the
interaction mechanisms between MPs and pathogens in the environment. Several re-
search studies have attempted to investigate the potential interaction mechanisms between
pathogenic microorganisms and MPs in the marine environment. For example, Khalid
et al. [30] analyzed the possibility of marine MPs as vectors of pathogenic microorganisms
and Jiang et al. [36] used high-throughput sequencing to examine the dominating bacterial
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populations on the surface of MPs in the intertidal zone of the Yangtze River estuary in
China. Between 4.8 million and 12.7 million tons of plastic waste are discharged from
land into the oceans each year. In total, 98 percent of primary MPs come from land-based
activities and only 2 percent from marine activities. Soil has become the greatest repository
of MPs, with an abundance of 4–23 times that of the ocean [37]. However, due to the
concealment and complexity of hydrogeological conditions, there are significant differences
in the interaction mechanism between MPs and pathogens in aquifer media compared to
other environmental systems. There has been no extensive research on the processes of
interaction between pathogens and MPs in the subsurface environment.

A total of 212 keywords (filtered by keyword frequency ≥ 5) were screened in the
study of microplastic–pathogen interactions, with the most common keywords being
“microplastics”, “pathogens”, “wastewater”, “biofilm”, “biofilm formation”, “marine-
environment”, and “temperature”, with a total of five clusters, as shown in Figure 1.
The larger clusters are blue, green and red, which represent the various elements of the
microplastics research field. The blue color indicates microplastics research in wastewater;
green indicates microplastic species and pollution studies. Red represents research on
pathogen colonization on microplastic surfaces, etc.
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The goals of this review were to (1) Summarize the sources and features of MPs in
groundwater; (2) Discuss the possible interaction mechanisms between MPs and pathogens in
aquifer media; (3) Explore the impact of environmental conditions on interaction mechanisms.

2. Sources and Features of Groundwater Microplastics

The sources of microplastics in the subsurface environment are complex (Figure 2).
Because groundwater receives recharge from atmospheric precipitation, MPs on the soil
surface may enter the soil pore space through leaching and eventually enter the groundwa-
ter system [38]. Soil not only stores the most MPs, but is also a potential pathway for MPs
to enter the groundwater system [39,40]. Understanding the properties of MP distribution
in soil is crucial to conducting an accurate assessment of MPs in groundwater. Trash,
sewage sludge, and plastic film are the main three sources of plastics in global topsoil [16].
In the United States, 24.3 million tons of plastic were dumped in landfills in 2017 [41].
MPs from decomposition enter the soil with landfill leachate and may be harmful to the
groundwater environment. The analytical results of landfill leachate from various places
in China show that PE and PP are the most dominant MPs [7,42,43]. Plastic packaging,
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sludge, and medical supplies are its primary sources [44,45]. The predominant size of
these fragmented or fibrous MPs is 20–80 µm, with larger sizes significantly decreasing
with soil depth [42,46]. Additionally, agricultural films made of PE and PVC as well as
sludge wastewater discharged from sewage disposal plants are the primary sources of
MPs in agricultural soils [47,48]. The analysis of 384 soil samples by Huang et al. [47]
revealed a substantial linear association between the number of MPs in soil and the use of
plastic films. Sewage sludge released from wastewater disposal plants is frequently high
in organic matter and is commonly utilized for agricultural irrigation [49]. However, due
to the limits of wastewater filtering technology, around 1.59% of MPs remain in already
treated wastewater [50]. These MPs include microfibers from clothing, personal skin care
products, and fertilizers. The abundance of MPs in sewage varies greatly depending on
the local population density and lifestyle [51]. In eastern Spain, the abundance of MPs in
agricultural land, which is irrigated by effluent from sewage treatment plants in various
regions, can vary by more than threefold. Atmospheric deposition is the main source of
MPs in natural terrestrial environments such as forests [52,53].
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Another significant source for recharging groundwater is river water. Isotopic evidence
suggests that riverbank groundwater is recharged by rivers [54,55]. Past studies have
confirmed that rivers are not only sinks that trap microplastics, but also media for the
transport of microplastics from terrestrial to aquatic environments [56]. Microplastics in
rivers can enter the groundwater environment through the lateral recharge of rivers to
groundwater. Therefore, it is critical to comprehend the sources and distribution of MPs
in rivers. Studies of MPs in rivers have shown that the type and concentration of MPs are
closely related to population density and land use type [21,56–59]. Generally speaking, the
river reaches in agriculturally developed areas have more MPs in the form of films, with the
highest percentage of PE [59]. This is due to the widespread usage of plastic mulch films
made from PE in agricultural farming. The highest abundance of MPs was found in urban
rivers. This can be explained by the greater MP discharge rates per capita and population
density [58]. More than 80% of these MPs are less than 0.5 mm in diameter, with the most
common form being fibers with fragments [21,57,59]. Nylon fibers (polyamide, PA) from
clothing and plastic particles (polyethylene, PP) from cosmetics are commonly found in
waterways via sewage drainage systems [8,9]. Furthermore, plastic dust (styrene block
copolymers, SBCs) from tire wear can be carried to water bodies by rainfall and runoff [60].
The abundance of MPs is expected to be higher in the downstream section of the river
due to the transportation of MPs by the river [61]. However, studies by Yan et al. [21] and
He et al. [56] yielded different results. It is not possible to move all MPs from upstream to



Water 2024, 16, 499 6 of 19

downstream. Changes in hydrodynamic circumstances, where some MPs are deposited on
the river bottom, may reduce MP accumulation in estuaries [62]. Furthermore, industrial
MPs such as PET are common in the downstream area, which is related to industrial
wastewater discharges in the area [39].

3. Interactions between Pathogens and Microplastics

Micro- and nanoplastics can be used as carriers to carry pathogens for long-distance
migration [53,63], and Fabra et al. [35] defined this adsorption–desorption behavior in terms
of a “Trojan horse”. Thus, the ability of MPs to carry pathogens for migration in porous
surfaces is primarily determined by the strength of their pathogen adsorption capability.
Furthermore, MPs may cause the long distance transmission of pathogenic microorganisms
in aquifers by impeding their contact with the porous media or by competing for deposition
sites of pathogenic microorganisms [5].

Most of the time, electrostatic repulsion occurs between pathogens and MPs because
they both have net negatively charged surfaces. However, the repulsion is overcome due to
the complexity of pathogen flagella, proteins, and surface charges, and the hydrophobicity
of the cell surface [64]. A large number of studies have shown that microplastics are a vector
that can be colonized by various algae and microorganisms. Laboratory investigations have
shown that as the soil depth increases, the variety of bacteria on the surface of MPs dimin-
ishes [65]. The pathogen characteristics also influence their co-transport mechanisms with
MPs. In this section, we will address the mechanism of interaction between microplastics
and pathogens in aquifer media from their perspectives, respectively.

3.1. Effects from the Physical Properties of Microplastics

A large specific surface area and small particle size are key factors in the adsorption
and transport of MPs in aquifer media. Li et al. [59] found that the adsorption capacity of
Legionella at 50 µm MPs was 1–2 orders of magnitude higher than that at 3000 µm MPs.
The increase in bacterial adsorption on MPs with decreasing particle size can be explained
by a greater specific surface area. Therefore, for MPs to be able to travel vertically in the soil,
a particle size smaller than the soil pore space is necessary [66]. Liu et al. [65] discovered
that 0.5 mm MPs recovered in soil were less than 1 mm. However, adsorption is no longer
the primary interaction mechanism when the particle size of MPs is comparable to that of
pathogens. When the particle size of MPs is sufficiently tiny, MPs will compete with E. coli
for adsorption sites in the soil, reducing E. coli adsorption in the soil and facilitating the
transfer of E. coli in the aquifer medium through electrostatic repulsion [5].

Similarly, microplastic species is one of the key factors influencing the relationship
between microplastic–pathogen interactions. Fibers were shown to be the most common
type of MPs in different places in China, accounting for 86.37%, 59.4%, and 49% of marine,
river, and soil MPs, respectively [67–69]. Microfibers have a higher potential for interaction
with pathogens than other types of MPs. When compared to microspheres, microfibers
had a better ability to adsorb pathogens on their surface [33]. The primary explanation
was that increased surface roughness and heterogeneity promoted the microfibers’ ability
to attach to pathogens. Some earlier studies [70,71] suggested that nanoscale roughness
on colloidal surfaces tends to minimize the repulsive interaction energy barriers between
colloids and enhances the aggregation of MPs with bacteria, even in adverse conditions.
However, the scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and atomic force microscopy (AFM) of
various polymers [72] revealed that PVC had stronger cell adhesion than PP, even though
the surface roughness of PVC (13.78 ± 0.65 nm) was somewhat lower than that of PP
(14.07 ± 1 nm). Therefore, surface roughness is not a significant element affecting pathogen
adsorption. One study reported the same conclusion that surface roughness did little to
affect the adsorption of S. sanguinis on titanium surfaces [73]. Cohen and Radian [74] first
described the alterations that microfibers undergo when migrating across aquifer media. As
a result of friction with the coarse soil particles, microfibers break apart and release smaller,
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more mobile pieces during flow, which may enable pathogens adsorbed on surfaces to
move farther, increasing the environmental and ecological health risks.

Different shapes of microplastics have also been detected in organisms [75]. However,
the comparison of bioaccumulation and the toxicity of microplastics with different shapes
is still largely unknown. It has been shown that shape-dependent effects should not be
ignored when conducting health risk assessments of microplastics. In comparison, non-
spherical microplastics had more severe effects on the gut microbiota. Some specific species
of gut bacteria are very sensitive to microplastic exposure. For example, microplastics
induced a significant increase in the abundance of Proteobacteria. Microbial diversity studies
continue to demonstrate the important role of Proteobacteria in gut inflammation. The
increased Proteobacteria may produce more bacterial products such as lipopolysaccharide
(LPS), which trigger inflammation, disrupt the intestinal mucosal barrier, and increase in-
testinal permeability. Microplastic fibers also reduce the relative abundance of Pseudomonas
and Aeromonas, which can secrete signals to promote the proliferation and renewal of
intestinal epithelial cells [76], compared to microplastic beads and microplastic debris [77].
Decreases in Pseudomonas and Aeromonas may further inhibit the regeneration of intestinal
epithelial cells and reduce the coverage of cup cells [78]. In addition, fibrous microplastics
lead to a decrease in the abundance of actinobacteria, which may weaken the function of the
intestinal barrier and increase its susceptibility to immune stimulation, as actinobacteria play
a key role in the synthesis of secondary metabolites that can be used as invasive antibiotics
for invasive pathogens. In addition, Gordonia abundance was significantly increased in
the gut of fish treated with microplastic fibers. Gordonia has a strong ability to degrade
plastic-related compounds such as plasticizers [79], polypropylene [80], and phthalates [81].
These findings suggest that a high accumulation of microplastic fibers in the gut leads to
specific changes in the gut microbiota associated with plastic exposure, and that gut flora
dysbiosis would be a potential new mechanism by which microplastics cause or exacerbate
gut toxicity in fish [28].

3.2. Effects from Chemical Characteristics of Microplastics

In addition to their physical characteristics, the chemical properties of MPs such as
hydrophobicity and surface functional groups influence their adsorption behavior toward
pathogens. Microplastics, as exogenous particles with a hydrophobic surface, are highly
likely to provide new substrates for heterotrophic microbial activities, making their surface
microbial communities significantly different from those of the surrounding environment
and other organic residues [82]. As a result, a richer bacterial community exists on the
surface of hydrophobic MPs compared to hydrophilic MPs [83,84]. Thanks to the hy-
drophobicity of MPs, the interaction affinity of SARS-CoV-2 with MPs in water is more than
10 times higher than that in air [85]. The impact of MP surface functional groups on the
adsorption of pathogens is mostly observed in viruses. Liu et al. [86] found that compared
to MP-NH2 (average zeta potential before adsorption −7.85 mV, virus adsorption rate
51.4 ± 12.5%) and MP with no groups (average zeta potential before adsorption −16.06 mV,
virus adsorption rate 83.6 ± 0.8%), MP-COOH (average zeta potential before adsorption
−23.72 mV, virus adsorption rate 94.3 ± 0.8%) could adsorb more viruses. The absolute
zeta potential values of MPs were favorably linked with the viral adsorption rate under
various functional group alteration settings. As a result, while studying the interaction
process between pathogenic microbes and MPs, hydrophobicity and surface functional
groups must be considered.

3.3. Effects from Characteristics of Pathogens
3.3.1. Hydrophobicity

Hydrophobic interactions occur due to the mutual repulsion of hydrophobic nonpolar
groups with water, and this action draws the hydrophobic groups closer together. There-
fore, hydrophobicity is crucial in the early adsorption of germs to hydrophobic surfaces.
The non-specific adsorption of germs on abiotic surfaces is favored by strong hydrophobic-
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ity [87], while hydrophilic viruses and bacteria exhibit greater migratory potential in aquifer
media [88,89]. In a study of the colonization of microplastic surfaces by different bacteria
in the presence of Tween-80, it was found that highly hydrophobic strains colonized the
microplastic surfaces with significantly higher biomass [90]. When there are enough carbon
sources in the environment, bacteria with high cell surface hydrophobicity are better able
to colonize. Interfacial tension may also be used to describe how hydrophobicity affects the
growth of biofilms on MP surfaces. The decrease in interfacial tension is directly related to
the hydrophobicity of bacterial cells [64]. During growth, some bacteria create surfactants,
which might result in the replacement of certain proteins, lowering the surface tension and
changing viscous moduli [91–93]. Therefore, bacterial adsorption is made easier by the
development of protein networks with lower surface tension, particularly on the surfaces
of MPs with low interfacial tension.

3.3.2. Surface Charge

In the DLVO theory, the positive and negative valves of the interaction energy (Eint)
respectively indicate intermolecular interactions of mutual repulsion or attraction [94].
The Eint values of MPs containing SARS-CoV-2 RNA fragments were negative across the
whole temperature range of water, which means that the two may assemble into a stable
complex [85]. Further research revealed that the Eint values derived from the electrostatic
energy between the two are often more similar to the Eint values derived from the total
energy/potential energy than those derived from the van der Waals energy. This suggests
that the primary mode of interaction between MPs and viruses is electrostatic contact.
Electrostatic interaction is the primary adsorption method used by PS-MPs to capture
98.6% of the viral dose [86]. Experimental research by Dika et al. [95] demonstrated the
role of electrostatic interactions in viral adsorption. The fact that viruses are normally
negatively charged means that the electrostatic interaction force between viruses and
positively charged MPs must grow in proportion to the overall negative charge carried
by phages. When MPs have a negative charge, the higher the phage bulk charge density,
the stronger the electrostatic repulsion and the lower the phage adsorption capability.
Unlike the definition of relevant parameters about viruses, bacteria typically use the zeta
potential or isoelectric point to assess the electrostatic interactions with non-biological
surfaces. Positively charged MPs and negatively charged bacteria typically associate to
create heterogeneous aggregates (with negative total zeta potential), which facilitates the
movement of MPs across aquifer media [71]. However, when both bacteria and MPs are
negatively charged, the zeta potentials of the different types of plastics are comparable,
and electrostatic interaction is of little importance in the adhesion of bacteria to plastic
surfaces [72].

3.3.3. Specific Properties

Pathogen adsorption levels on the surface of MPs varied substantially due to changes
in the pathogen properties. Proteobacteria and Actinobacteria made up the majority of the
bacterial communities that predominated on the surface of MPs in soil, together comprising
more than 65% of the community [65]. On the one hand, both exhibited the highest relative
abundance in the agricultural soil bacterial community, which favors their adsorption
on plastics [96]. On the other hand, certain bacteria from these two phyla have unique
genes for auxiliary metabolism that enable them to use additives and polymer resins as
carbon sources and energy to promote their development [97,98]. I. sakaiensis may release
two enzymes that break down PET and PET degradation pathways, respectively [99].
P. aeruginosa and Achromobacter sp. can be involved in the degradation of PVC in the
presence of epoxidized Mesua ferrea L. seed oil [100]. Enterobacter sp., Bacillus sp., and
Pseudomonas sp. are considered to be involved in the degradation of PS [101,102]. In
addition, surface-associated proteins of Streptomycetaceae can reduce the surface tension to
very small levels within minutes, which facilitates their adhesion to various surfaces [103].
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Phage presence in biofilms is determined by the makeup of the biofilm matrix [104].
Consequently, phage diversity is strongly influenced by the variety of bacterial populations.
Biofilms are known to be selective for phage enrichment, with Caudovirales being the most
prevalent [98]. In addition, phages such as Podoviridae and Autographiviridae were more
likely to be abundant in MP biofilms compared to stone. Podoviridae and Autographiviridae
have a limited host range including Enterobacteriaceae, Pseudomonas, Bacillus, and Streptococ-
cus, which include the majority of MP-degrading bacteria. Furthermore, the pathogenicity
surface charge distribution may be heterogeneous. For example, the phage tail structure is
positively charged, but the entire phage is negatively charged [105]. This heterogeneous
surface charge can have a substantial impact on how it interacts with MPs.

We plotted all the factors that could affect the interaction between microplastics
and pathogens in Figure 3. In addition to the nature of the pathogens and microplastics
themselves, external environmental factors are also important in influencing the interaction
between them.
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4. Effects of Environmental Factors on the Interactions between Microplastics
and Pathogens
4.1. Soil Physicochemical Properties

Soil physicochemical parameters have a significant impact on the structure and va-
riety of the bacterial community, which in turn impacts the adsorption of pathogens by
MPs [106–108]. Chai et al. [31] discovered a high percentage of common species on mul-
tiple MPs from the same plot of soil, showing that different MPs had highly similar core
microbiota. Furthermore, when the physicochemical characteristics of soils from various
plots were varied, the organization of bacterial communities populating the surface of
the same MPs differed significantly. For example, heavy metal ions such as Cu, Pb, and
Zn are found in high quantities in the soil of e-waste disposal sites, as are polymers such
as PP and PC, which are commonly used in electronic devices [109]. Through surface
complexation, electrostatic interactions, and hydrogen bonds, MPs adsorb heavy metals
and serve as carriers for transfer in aquifer media [110–112]. Likewise, several heavy metals
are utilized as additives in the manufacture of plastics [113]. Correspondingly, Anaero-
bicbacteria, represented by Desulfovibrio, made up the majority of the bacterial community
composition on the surface of MPs in the target soil. This is because Desulfovibrio may thrive
in severe oligotrophic settings and precipitate certain heavy metals via hydrogen sulfide
synthesis [114]. Long-term MP persistence in the soil will alter the soil physicochemical
features including a drop in soil organic matter and total nitrogen [115]. This would reduce
the number of actinomycetes adsorbed on soil particles and the surface of MPs while
increasing the prevalence of Proteus, Bacillus, and Sphingomonas [31,65]. Sphingomonas are
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more suited to the surface environment of MPs and have a higher adsorption capability
than actinomycetes [116]. Therefore, the physicochemical characteristics of the soil can either
increase or decrease the MP adsorption capability for certain diseases.

4.2. Weathering

On the one hand, weathering has a direct impact on MP adsorption by chang-
ing their surface characteristics through physical fragmentation and photo-oxidation.
Yuan et al. [117] demonstrated that the adsorption capability of aged MPs for E. coli, plas-
mid, and phage harboring antibiotic resistance genes was 6.6, 5.2, and 8.3 times greater than
that of virgin MPs. Plastic aging is often characterized by polymer chain breaking and the
formation of surface cracks and pores, which eventually fragment into micro- and nanopar-
ticles. This means that weathered MPs have a larger specific surface area, microporous area,
surface roughness, and attraction for antibiotic resistance gene (ARG) vectors. Long-term
UV irradiation initiates the photolytic destruction of plastics, resulting in many micro-
scopic pieces that serve as colonization sites for certain functional bacteria [90]. However,
Lu et al. [86] showed that prolonged UV irradiation significantly decreased the absolute
zeta potential of carboxyl group-modified MPs, which reduced their virus adsorption
capacity, but increased the absolute zeta potential of amino group-modified MPs, which
facilitated their virus adsorption capacity. On the other hand, weathering can have an
indirect effect on the adsorption ability of MPs for pathogens. Aged PP-MPs can absorb
more antibiotics because of a more developed pore structure [118,119]. This will encourage
pathogens with ARG to bind to the surface of MPs. Weathering therefore directly influences
the surface characteristics of MPs, which subsequently directly or indirectly affects the
pathogen adsorption behavior.

4.3. Biofilm

Biofilms, a community of microorganisms accumulated in the matrix of self-developed
extracellular polymeric substances (EPS), are present ubiquitously in both natural aquatic
environments and engineering systems. Some studies have shown that the biofilms cling-
ing to sand surfaces enhance the surface roughness of aquifer media and reduce flow
channels, which can impede pathogen–MP co-transport [120]. Low crystallinity and high
hardness matrix surfaces typically exhibit higher pathogenic microbial diversity [121].
However, McGivney et al. [122] discovered that biofilm-mediated weathering increases
the crystallinity of PE and decreases the hardness of PP. This may lead to the selective
adsorption of microorganisms by MPs and impact the diversity of adsorbed pathogens.
However, it has also been demonstrated that the surface hydrophobicity and crystallinity
of MPs are reduced by biofilm adherence [65]. Compared to the uncertainty of bacterial
adsorption by biofilm-coated MPs, biofilms play a positive role in virus adsorption by MPs.
Some viruses can interact with and bind to lipopolysaccharides (LPS) and peptidoglycans
(PG) in biofilms [123]. This may provide novel locations for virus adsorption while also
improving virus stability and transmission [124]. Biofilms can be crucial in the adsorption
of MPs since they have colonized the majority of the surfaces of MPs in the water bodies.

In addition to microorganisms that can colonize the surface of microplastics, nano-
materials (NMs) can also be adsorbed onto the surface of microplastics. In 2013, Fries
et al. classified MPs from sediment samples collected from Norderney and found TiO2
nanoparticles on their surfaces, confirming that MPs can act as carriers of NMs [125,126].
Existing studies have reported that the oral administration of Ag nanoparticles decreases
the Firmicutes/Bacteroidetes values and microbial community density in the gut of mice [127].
In addition, Sprague-Dawley rats orally exposed to Ag nanoparticles showed an increase
in the proportion of Gram-negative bacteria and a decrease in the abundance of Firmicutes
and Lactobacillus [128]. Zhao et al. found that TiO2 nanoparticles further interfered with the
diversity, composition, and KEGG pathways of the gut microbiota and led to inflammatory
damage in the colon of mice with metabolic syndrome.
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Antibiotics are widely used in the pharmaceutical aquaculture industry, and the
overuse of antibiotics has led to antibiotics entering the water column. Despite the low
concentration of antibiotics in this fraction, they can promote the development of antibiotic
resistance in natural bacteria [129]. Natural bacteria may then transfer resistance to other
bacteria including human pathogens [130]. At the same time, antibiotics selectively adsorb
onto aged microplastics, favoring opportunistic pathogen colonization.

4.4. Ionic Strength

Ionic strength changes the surface charge of MPs and pathogens, influencing their
interaction mechanism and movement pathway. He et al. [5] evaluated the migration of
E. coli with MPs in aquifer media under various circumstances and discovered that MPs
impact pathogen migration via diverse pathways at different ionic strengths. Because of
the great mobility of E. coli and the poor deposition rates of MPs at low ionic strengths,
the presence of MPs (<2 µm) had no influence on E. coli movement in aquifer media. Ionic
strength changes impact the charge balance of colloids, influencing their stability. This may
cause MPs to aggregate and depose, affecting their migration behavior in groundwater.
The zeta potential of MPs and bacterial surfaces drops dramatically when the solution ionic
strength increases, which is due to a large number of ions in the solution compressing the
electrical double layer of the colloidal particles [131]. As a result, MPs and pathogens are
more likely to overcome energy barriers and adsorb onto the media [132,133]. However,
He et al. [5] demonstrated that MPs continue to facilitate E. coli transport at high ionic
strengths. In a similar manner to E. coli, MPs with a size smaller than 2 µm exhibit increased
deposition rates with higher ionic strength. This leads to competition between MPs and
bacteria for deposition sites, ultimately resulting in a decrease in bacterial deposition in
high ionic strength solutions. In contrast, nanoplastics maintain high mobility under high
ionic strength. The suspended nanoplastics reduce the potential for E. coli attachment
through repulsive effects, eventually increasing bacterial transportation in aquifer media.

4.5. pH

pH determines the fate and transport of pathogens and MPs in the subsurface envi-
ronment by altering surface charge and adsorption–desorption processes. The transport
of MPs in aquifer media is significantly affected by pH [132]. Slightly alkaline solutions
facilitate the transport of MPs in aquifer media. At higher pH, MPs tend to carry more
negative charges along with the aquifer media particles. As a result, MP colloids find
it challenging to hit and adhere to the media surface because of the higher electrostatic
repulsion and potential energy barrier between the two. In addition, the hydrodynamic
size of the MPs shrinks with increasing pH, which aggravates Brown motion. Pathogens
exhibit similar migration patterns. Decreasing pH increases the pathogen attachment to
aquifer media and colloids, resulting in increased pathogen retention in the subsurface
environment [82]. It is worth noting that pathogens can group due to weak electrostatic
interaction and deposit in aquifer media when the pH of the solution is near the isoelectric
point of the pathogens [134]. Therefore, when the solution pH is slightly acidic, the electro-
static repulsion between MPs and pathogens is minimized, and the adsorption capacity of
MPs on pathogens is enhanced. A larger pH range may result in different surface charges
for pathogens and MPs, thereby affecting their form of interaction. In contrast, if the pH
range in the subsurface environment is modest, the changes in surface charges for both
may be meaningless, and pH may not be the primary factor influencing their interaction.

4.6. Temperature

Temperature affects the interaction of MPs with pathogens mainly by altering the
physicochemical characteristics, physiological properties, and adsorption thermodynamics.
Many researchers have found that temperature affects the pathogen adhesion to solid
surfaces and migration behavior in the subsurface environment [135,136]. Based on the
results of rank correlation analysis [137], temperature is a major factor determining the
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colonization of MPs by dominant pathogens. There are studies that illustrate the temporal
and successional dynamics of biofilms and clearly show that an increase in temperature
plays a role in the formation of plastic-specific microbial communities [138]. Cappello
and Guglielmino [139] investigated P. aeruginosa adherence to polystyrene at 15 ◦C, 30 ◦C,
and 47 ◦C and discovered that bacterial adhesion increased with temperature rise. The
surrounding temperature affects the bacterial surface charge, hydrophobicity, and outer
membrane components (e.g., lipopolysaccharides and flagella), which explains the variance
in pathogen adhesion to MP surfaces [140,141]. Higher temperatures often boost pathogen
attachment and limit their ability to move in groundwater [82]. Nevertheless, MP migratory
behavior increases the uncertainty of the mentioned processes. According to the releasing
behavior of various plastics in aqueous settings, higher temperatures stimulate plastic
breaking, which in turn promotes MP migration [142,143]. Therefore, the co-transport
behavior of MPs and pathogens in groundwater has to be researched further.

The influence of environmental factors on the interaction and synergistic transport
between MPs and pathogens is extremely complex. Weathering processes such as physical
fragmentation, photo-oxidation, and UV irradiation affect interactions due to changes
in the morphological structure and surface characteristics of MPs. Ionic strength, pH,
and temperature alter the surface charge of MPs and pathogens, thereby affecting their
adsorption and transport capacities. Soil physicochemical characteristics and biofilms alter
the composition of pathogen communities (Figure 4).
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5. Effects of Combined Exposure to MPs and Pathogens on Organisms

Microbial colonization boosts MP absorption by marine species. Filter feeders con-
sume colonized MPs 10 times more than virgin MPs, and sea urchins exhibit a similar
tendency [35,144]. These marine invertebrates seek for and absorb particulate matter
through chemical sensing, and they prefer aged MPs over virgin particles [145]. Biofilm
colonization may have changed the characteristics of MPs, making them more appealing.
Environmental MPs may increase pathogen virulence. Disposable plastic tubes have been
shown to promote significant expression of the central virulence-associated protein (VapA)
of Rhodococcus equi at lower temperatures than standard glass tubes [146]. The surface
nature of the plastic can help it activate transcriptional control of VirR and VirS proteins,
thereby boosting the mRNA levels of VapA by 70-fold. The combined activity of MPs and
their adsorbed pathogens may affect the organism’s immune system. Sea urchins exposed
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to colonized MPs had a substantial decrease in coelomocytes but an increase in vibratile
cells and red/white amoebocyte ratio [144]. In addition, the exposed individuals’ digestive
systems were shown to have increased levels of total antioxidant activity and catalase. It
has been reported that colonized MPs have a greater toxic effect on mussels than single MPs.
V. parahaemolyticus-attached MPs affect hemocyte function in mussels, causing apoptosis
and inhibiting antioxidant enzyme activity in the gills [147]. The combined impacts of
pathogens and MPs may harm not just animals but even humans. In cancer patients with
indwelling central venous catheters, Rhodococcus equi produces biofilms on the surface of
the catheters made of polyurethane, which can cause bacteremia [148]. Although marine
species have an exceptional ability to consume MPs, MPs may not be transferred up the
food chain to higher levels after ingestion and excretion. Furthermore, it should be further
researched to determine the risks that MPs or colonized MPs have to human health.

6. Conclusions

The damage that MPs cause to the environment has started to draw attention since
the idea of them was first proposed. People have also started to pay attention to the
transmission of microbes, particularly pathogens, in the natural environment out of concern
for their health. Both are transported through the environment similarly to colloids, and
their interactions are quite complicated. Groundwater, a critical supply of drinking water,
is under threat from industrial and agricultural activities as well as the vertical migration
of tiny particle pollutants from landfills, which may increase the degree of pollution and
ecological risk from MPs and pathogens. This study focused on the major processes of MP–
pathogen interactions as well as the sources and characteristics of MPs in the subsurface
environment. The primary elements influencing their interactions include particle size,
specific surface area, shape, hydrophobicity, and surface functional groups of MPs as
well as pathogen hydrophobicity, zeta potential, and physiological features. The surface
characteristics, crystallinity, and surface charge of MPs as well as changes in pathogens
and the environment (e.g., soil physicochemical parameters and ionic strength) all have
an impact on interactions. Furthermore, we investigated the co-transport of pathogens
and MPs in aquifer media. The cohabitation of the two in subsurface environments may
mutually enhance or prevent their migration, depending on the interactions. Future
research should concentrate on (i) the synergistic transport behavior of pathogens and MPs
in aquifer media under various environmental circumstances, and (ii) the combined toxicity
of MPs and pathogens to organisms.

Author Contributions: W.Z. and H.H. conceived and supervised the current review. H.Z. conducted
the literature review, collated and analyzed the data, and wrote the manuscript. X.H. conducted the
literature review, collated, and analyzed the data. J.C., B.W., K.Z. and C.H. collated and analyzed the
data. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This study was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China [grant
number 42177047].

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no competing interests.

References
1. Thompson, R.C.; Olsen, Y.; Mitchell, R.P.; Davis, A.; Rowland, S.J.; John, A.W.G.; McGonigle, D.; Russell, A.E. Lost at Sea: Where

Is All the Plastic? Science 2004, 304, 838. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
2. Arthur, C.; Baker, J.E.; Bamford, H.A. International Research Workshop on the Occurrence, Effects, and Fate of Microplastic

Marine Debris. In Proceedings of the Conference Proceedings, Tacoma, WA, USA, 9–11 September 2008; University of Washington
Tacoma: Tacoma, WA, USA, 2009.

3. Collignon, A.; Hecq, J.-H.; Galgani, F.; Collard, F.; Goffart, A. Annual variation in neustonic micro- and meso-plastic particles and
zooplankton in the Bay of Calvi (Mediterranean–Corsica). Mar. Pollut. Bull. 2014, 79, 293–298. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

4. Gigault, J.; ter Halle, A.; Baudrimont, M.; Pascal, P.-Y.; Gauffre, F.; Phi, T.-L.; El Hadri, H.; Grassl, B.; Reynaud, S. Current opinion:
What is a nanoplastic? Environ. Pollut. 2018, 235, 1030–1034. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

5. .He, L.; Wu, D.; Rong, H.; Li, M.; Tong, M.; Kim, H. Influence of Nano- and Microplastic Particles on the Transport and Deposition
Behaviors of Bacteria in Quartz Sand. Environ. Sci. Technol. 2018, 52, 11555–11563. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1094559
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15131299
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpolbul.2013.11.023
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24360334
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envpol.2018.01.024
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29370948
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.8b01673


Water 2024, 16, 499 14 of 19

6. Auta, H.; Emenike, C.; Fauziah, S. Distribution and importance of microplastics in the marine environment: A review of the
sources, fate, effects, and potential solutions. Environ. Int. 2017, 102, 165–176. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

7. Su, Y.; Zhang, Z.; Wu, D.; Zhan, L.; Shi, H.; Xie, B. Occurrence of microplastics in landfill systems and their fate with landfill age.
Water Res. 2019, 164, 114968. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

8. Boucher, J.; Friot, D. Primary Microplastics in the Oceans: A Global Evaluation of Sources; IUCN: Gland, Switzerland, 2017.
9. Yurtsever, M. Glitters as a Source of Primary Microplastics: An Approach to Environmental Responsibility and Ethics. J. Agric.

Environ. Ethics 2019, 32, 459–478. [CrossRef]
10. Wang, L.; Wu, W.-M.; Bolan, N.S.; Tsang, D.C.; Li, Y.; Qin, M.; Hou, D. Environmental fate, toxicity and risk management strategies

of nanoplastics in the environment: Current status and future perspectives. J. Hazard. Mater. 2021, 401, 123415. [CrossRef]
11. Bouwmeester, H.; Hollman, P.C.H.; Peters, R.J.B. Potential Health Impact of Environmentally Released Micro- and Nanoplastics

in the Human Food Production Chain: Experiences from Nanotoxicology. Environ. Sci. Technol. 2015, 49, 8932–8947. [CrossRef]
12. da Costa, J.P.; Santos, P.S.; Duarte, A.C.; Rocha-Santos, T. (Nano)plastics in the environment–Sources, fates and effects. Sci. Total

Environ. 2016, 566–567, 15–26. [CrossRef]
13. Birch, Q.T.; Potter, P.M.; Pinto, P.X.; Dionysiou, D.D.; Al-Abed, S.R. Sources, transport, measurement and impact of nano and

microplastics in urban watersheds. Rev. Environ. Sci. Bio/Technol. 2020, 19, 275–336. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
14. Rochman, C.M.; Brookson, C.; Bikker, J.; Djuric, N.; Earn, A.; Bucci, K.; Athey, S.; Huntington, A.; McIlwraith, H.; Munno, K.; et al.

Rethinking microplastics as a diverse contaminant suite. Environ. Toxicol. Chem. 2019, 38, 703–711. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
15. Deng, L.; Cai, L.; Sun, F.; Li, G.; Che, Y. Public attitudes towards microplastics: Perceptions, behaviors and policy implications.

Resour. Conserv. Recycl. 2020, 163, 105096. [CrossRef]
16. Chia, R.W.; Lee, J.-Y.; Kim, H.; Jang, J. Microplastic pollution in soil and groundwater: A review. Environ. Chem. Lett. 2021, 19,

4211–4224. [CrossRef]
17. Chatziparaskeva, G.; Papamichael, I.; Zorpas, A.A. Microplastics in the coastal environment of Mediterranean and the impact on

sustainability level. Sustain. Chem. Pharm. 2022, 29, 100768. [CrossRef]
18. Kyriakopoulos, G.L.; Zamparas, M.G.; Kapsalis, V.C. Investigating the Human Impacts and the Environmental Consequences of

Microplastics Disposal into Water Resources. Sustainability 2022, 14, 828. [CrossRef]
19. Gerolin, C.R.; Pupim, F.N.; Sawakuchi, A.O.; Grohmann, C.H.; Labuto, G.; Semensatto, D. Microplastics in sediments from

Amazon rivers, Brazil. Sci. Total Environ. 2020, 749, 141604. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
20. Selvam, S.; Jesuraja, K.; Venkatramanan, S.; Roy, P.D.; Kumari, V.J. Hazardous microplastic characteristics and its role as a vector

of heavy metal in groundwater and surface water of coastal south India. J. Hazard. Mater. 2021, 402, 123786. [CrossRef]
21. Yan, M.; Nie, H.; Xu, K.; He, Y.; Hu, Y.; Huang, Y.; Wang, J. Microplastic abundance, distribution and composition in the Pearl

River along Guangzhou city and Pearl River estuary, China. Chemosphere 2019, 217, 879–886. [CrossRef]
22. Samandra, S.; Johnston, J.M.; Jaeger, J.E.; Symons, B.; Xie, S.; Currell, M.; Ellis, A.V.; Clarke, B.O. Microplastic contamination of an

unconfined groundwater aquifer in Victoria, Australia. Sci. Total Environ. 2022, 802, 149727. [CrossRef]
23. Chen, Y.; Shen, Z.; Li, G.; Wang, K.; Cai, X.; Xiong, X.; Wu, C. Factors affecting microplastic accumulation by wild fish: A case

study in the Nandu River, South China. Sci. Total Environ. 2022, 847, 157486. [CrossRef]
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