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Abstract
Microplastics research in South Africa has focused on marine and coastal areas, with lim-
ited studies reporting microplastics in freshwaters. To address this gap, we conducted this 
study to investigate the presence, abundance, physical characteristics, and chemical com-
position of microplastics in the surface water of the Vaal River, one of the most impor-
tant freshwater systems in South Africa. Twenty-two surface water samples were collected 
along 60 km of the middle part of the river using a 55 μm plankton net. Samples were 
treated by acid digestion, and MPs were separated by density separation. Physical iden-
tification was performed using a Nikon stereomicroscope, and chemical composition was 
identified using Raman spectroscopy. MPs were observed in all samples with 0.13 to 2.52 
particles/m3 concentrations. Microplastics ranged in size from 0.06 – 4.95 mm, with more 
than 89% less than 2 mm, and 81% were fragments (39%) and fibers (42%). Microplas-
tics were observed in numerous colours, of which green, black, and blue were the most 
dominant, representing 22%, 19%, and 18%, respectively. Chemical analysis revealed the 
polymer types as high-density polyethylene (HDPE), polypropylene (PP), and low-density 
polyethylene (LDPE). In addition, two colourants, pigment yellow 83 and carbon black, 
were detected. This study provides new data on microplastic occurrence and characteristics 
in the Vaal River system and offers a baseline for future monitoring. Our findings confirm 
that the Vaal River is under a real threat of microplastic contamination, which could impact 
its role as a significant freshwater system in South Africa.

Highlights  
• Microplastics were prevalent in the surface water of the Vaal River.
• Fibrous, small-sized, and coloured microplastics were most abundant.
• Polymers were identified as HDPE, LDPE, and PP.
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1 Introduction

Plastics were commercialised in the 1950s, and by the 1970s, they became widely used 
in countless applications (Amaral-Zettler et  al. 2020). Due to their favourable properties 
like durability, mechanical strength, and lightweight, plastics are extensively used for vari-
ous industrial and commercial purposes (Fred-Ahmadu et al. 2020). The global increase in 
the production and consumption of face masks during the COVID–19 pandemic has also 
increased plastic waste in the environment (Aragaw 2020). Plastic materials offer many 
benefits to society; nevertheless, their negative environmental impacts have become of 
great concern. Despite significant advances in waste management strategies and recycling 
technologies, only 18% of plastic waste is recycled (Chamas et al. 2020).

Plastics were considered a challenging environmental threat until the term “microplas-
tics (MPs)” arose (Kutralam-Muniasamy et  al. 2022). MPs are small plastic debris (< 5 
mm). Based on how they originate, MPs are classified into primary or secondary MPs. 
Primary MPs are plastic particles manufactured in a microscopic size. They are commonly 
used in cosmetics, personal care products, and different industries. Secondary MPs are 
formed by the breaking down of large plastics (Onoja et  al. 2022; Park and Park 2021; 
Samandra et al. 2021). MPs enter aquatic environment through different pathways such as 
direct disposal from the public, sewage sludge, beach littering, wastewater effluent, atmos-
pheric fallout, and deposition, wear and tear of tyres, as well as runoff from urban areas, 
industrial, agricultural, and recreational activities (Nikiema et  al. 2020a,b; Ramaremisa 
et al. 2022).

MPs are ubiquitous and have been extensively documented in various environments 
around the globe. However, MP research in Africa is a fledgling field mainly due to a lack 
of funding and resources available at research institutions. Most studies have thus been con-
ducted in South Africa, possibly due to the availability of funding and resources in South 
African institutions compared to other African institutions (Aragaw 2021; Saad and Ala-
min 2024). Studies conducted have reported MP pollution in the Orange-Vaal River system 
(Weideman et al. 2020); surface water and freshwater fish (Cyprinus carpio) and sediments 
from the Vaal River, Gauteng province (Saad et al. 2022a, 2022b, 2024), urban estuaries 
and four species (i.e., Ambassis dussumieri, Terapon jarbua, Oreochromis mossambicus, 
Mugil sp.) in KwaZulu Natal (Naidoo et  al. 2015, 2019), beach sediment and surf-zone 
water from the south-eastern coastline, Eastern Cape (Nel and Froneman 2015), wastewa-
ter treatment plants and the Rietvlei Dam in Gauteng province (Vilakati et al. 2021, 2022), 
marine water from the Atlantic Ocean, Western Cape province (Vilakati et al. 2020), and 
water and sediment from the Plankenburg River in the Western Cape (Apetogbor et  al. 
2023). However, most of these studies focused on the monitoring and quantification of 
MPs. The quantification of MPs in different environmental compartments is essential, but 
their ecological and health impacts can only be understood by studying their physical and 
chemical properties. Compared to other contaminants, and due to the variety in their physi-
cal characteristics, including the wide range of sizes, colours, and shapes. MP behaviour in 
aquatic environments is complex. Studying MP characteristics is essential to understanding 
their deposition, transport, distribution, and fate in different environmental compartments 
(Cheung et al. 2019; Guo et al. 2023; Hu et al. 2023; Shamskhany et al. 2021; Summers 
et al. 2023). For instance, MPs with different densities and shapes are distributed differ-
ently, which influences their bioavailability and fate and, thus, their ecological impact. In 
addition, the uptake/ingestion of MPs by plants and animals is influenced to a great extent 
by their colour, shape, and size (Li et al. 2023a; Saad et al. 2022a; Saad 2023). The toxicity 
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of MPs is also influenced by their physiochemical properties (Beiras and Schönemann 
2020; Caputo et al. 2021; Krishnan et al. 2023). This work, therefore, aimed to fill this gap 
and study the physical and chemical characteristics of MPs in the surface water of the Vaal 
River for better assessing and understanding of MP pollution in the Vaal River system. 
The Vaal River is primed for such study, considering its socioeconomic importance as the 
primary water source to various municipalities, industries, and agricultural sectors in South 
Africa’s economic hub (Gauteng province) and other surrounding provinces.

2  Methodology

2.1  Study Area and Sampling

The Vaal River is a significant riverine system in South Africa with considerable economic 
value. It flows through five provinces and provides water needs for drinking, industrial use, 
and irrigation (Bouwman et  al. 2018; Weideman et  al. 2020). Sampling covered around 
60 km long of the middle part of the river, between the Vaal barrage and Lethabo power 
station. This part of the river receives effluents from domestic, industrial, and WWTP dis-
charges. It is also a hub for a variety of recreational activities (Weideman et al. 2020).

Samples were collected from twenty-two locations using a plankton net (0.25 m diam-
eter, 55 μm mesh size) over two days in June 2021 (sampling locations are depicted in the 
map of Fig. 1, and a detailed description of each location is provided in Table SM1). The 
plankton net was towed along the river’s surface for 15 min using a rope, traveling down-
stream at 12 km/h. During sampling, the sampled materials were collected at the cod-end 
of the plankton net, which contains a small net bucket with a knob that can be opened to 
transfer the sample into glass jars (the manual of the plankton net, including description 
and image can be found using the link: https:// www. hydro bios. de/ images/ datas heets/ 438% 
20001_ Apste in. pdf, Accessed 10 Feb 2024). The samples were transferred to the labora-
tory in a cooler box and stored in a fridge at 4 °C for subsequent analysis. GPS and flow 

Fig. 1  Sampling locations

https://www.hydrobios.de/images/datasheets/438%20001_Apstein.pdf
https://www.hydrobios.de/images/datasheets/438%20001_Apstein.pdf
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meter readings at the beginning and the end of each tow were used to calculate the distance 
travelled and the volume filtered. The distance covered was determined by converting the 
number of flowmeter rotations obtained from the difference between the initial and final 
flowmeter readings to metres using the following formula:

where: 26,873 is the Rotor constant; 999,999 is the 2ix-digit full-scale count.
The volume sampled was calculated by multiplying the distance trawled by the area of 

the net opening (Lam et al. 2020; Tamminga et al. 2019). The filtered volume was calcu-
lated as follows:

The flowmeter readings and calculated distances and volumes for each location are 
listed in Table SM2, and the GPS coordinates and calculated area sampled are listed in 
Table SM3.

2.2  Treatment of Samples

The preparation of samples was done with reference to the National Oceanic and Atmos-
pheric Administration (NOAA) laboratory methods (Marine Debris Program 2015). 
Firstly, samples were digested using Fenton’s reagent (0.07 M  FeSO4.7H2O catalyst and 
30% (v/v)  H2O2) to remove organic matter. Samples were left in the digestion solution for 
24 to 48 h at room temperature to achieve complete digestion (Ramaremisa et al. 2022). 
Following this step, the two-step density separation protocol was followed to separate MP 
particles based on their density (Nuelle et al. 2014). The two-step density separation pro-
cess was initiated by adding 45 cm3 saturated NaCl (1.2 g  cm−3) to the samples, left for 24 
h to density separate before filtration. A second step was followed by adding 45 cm3 NaI 
(1.8 g  cm−3) to separate the high-density MPs. Mixtures were left for another 24 h to settle 
before final filtration. GF/A filter papers Whatman® (47 mm diameter, pore size: 1.6 μm) 
were used to extract MPs. Air-dried filter papers were stored in covered glass Petri dishes 
till analysis.

2.3  Quality Control

Extreme caution was taken during sample collection, processing, and analysis to prevent 
cross-contamination. Except for the plankton net, no plastic apparatus or containers were 
used during sampling and sample preparation, and experimental equipment and containers 
were washed with filtered Milli-Q® Type 1 Ultrapure water and rinsed with filtered etha-
nol. All laboratory experiments were conducted in a laminar flow cabin in a lab dedicated 
to MPs, and cotton lab coats were worn during all stages to prevent contamination risk 
from clothing fibers. To mitigate against the potential contamination of samples by MPs 
in chemicals, all solutions were filtered through a Whatman® GF/F glass microfiber filter 
(Cytiva Danaher Group, Buckinghamshire, United Kingdom) before use. In addition, blank 

(1)Distance travelled (m) =
f lowmeter revolutions × 26873

999, 999

Area of net opening = πr2 = π × (0.125 m)2 = 4.9 × 10
−2

m2

Volume f iltered = area of net opening × distance travelled

Volume f iltered (L1) = 4.9 × 10
−2

m2 × 1.8 × 10
3 m

∴Volume f iltered (L1) = 88.5 m3
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experiments were conducted with filtered Milli-Q® Type 1 Ultrapure water to count for 
possible procedural contamination. Blank experiments were conducted for every five sam-
ples and processed along with the samples. No particles were detected in any blank sample.

2.4  Physical and Chemical Identification of MPs

The morphological examination was performed under a stereomicroscope (Nikon MET 
SMZ745T, Japan) with a detection limit of 0.04 mm. Potential MPs were counted, meas-
ured, and photographed.

The size of MP particles was measured using Nikon’s NIS Elements-D imaging soft-
ware Version 5.30. The size of the pellets was determined by measuring their diameter 
because of their spherical nature. However, the size of fibers, fragments, and films was 
determined by measuring the separation between a particle’s two most distant points 
(Pivokonsky et al. 2018).

For every sample, four particles representing all shapes detected were selected at ran-
dom and analysed using Scanning Electron Microscopy (SEM) to examine their surface 
morphology; particles were extracted using tweezers from the filters and mounted on the 
sample holder for analysis. Chemical identification of MPs was performed using a Raman 
spectrometer (Horiba LabRAM HR). On average, fifteen particles were analysed per sam-
ple. SLOPP Library of MPs and polymer databases of KnowItAll software (Bio-Rad Labo-
ratories, Inc.) were used as references to compare the acquired Raman spectra and to iden-
tify polymer types.

3  Results and Discussion

3.1  MP Abundance

In total, 848 particles were identified as MPs, ranging from as low as 8 particles in L3 to as 
high as 159 particles in L7. An average of 38.5 ± 35.5 particles were detected per tow. MP 
abundance per sample is reported in Table 1.

It is worth mentioning that the sampling locations were near urban areas (e.g., Parys, 
Vereeniging, Sasolburg, and Vanderbijlpark); informal settlements (e.g., several infor-
mal settlements under the R59 road); industrial hubs (e.g., Arcelor Mittal Vaal works and 
Sasol); wastewater treatment plants (e.g., Rietspruit, Midvaal, Sebokeng, and Leeuwkuil); 
and agricultural activities (e.g., the land around the Vaal River is widely used for agri-
culture). This is in addition to several anthropogenic activities and tourism (Ramaremisa 
et al. 2022; Wepener et al. 2011). These are reported as primary sources of plastic waste 
entering water bodies (Qiu et al. 2023; Shu et al. 2023; Yin 2022; Zhou et al. 2023). High 
abundance values were detected at locations L5 to L10 (0.73, 1.2, 2.5, 0.74, 1.6, and 1.3 
particles/m3, respectively). These sampling spots were located within the region from the 
Taaibosspruit-Vaal River confluence to the confluences of the Vaal River with the Klip and 
Suikerbosrand Rivers. Pollution input from tributary streams is known to contribute to the 
pollution profile of main rivers (Zhang et al. 2021). This explains the high abundance of 
MPs in this region of the Vaal.

Several recent studies reported MPs in surface waters of various freshwater systems 
across the globe (Kieu-Le et al. 2023; Liu et al. 2024; Rodrigues dos Santos et al. 2023; 
Tran-Nguyen et al. 2024). However, the lack of standard analytical protocols for sampling, 
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preparation, and identification makes comparisons between studies unattainable. In addi-
tion, these studies report MP abundance in different units, which makes the comparison 
inaccurate. Nonetheless, most studies revealed higher abundances at urban centres, indus-
trial and residential areas, and recreational activities (Manbohi et  al. 2023; Zhao et  al. 
2024).

3.2  Physical Characteristics

3.2.1  Distribution of Sizes of MPs

Overall MPs ranged in size from 0.06 to 4.95  mm, with an average of 0.96 ± 0.88  mm. 
Figure  2 shows the size distribution of MPs detected in all samples. Small MPs were 
more abundant (MPs < 2 mm accounted for 89%, the remaining 11% in the size range of 
2 – 5 mm). Among the small size range (< 2 mm), sizes less than 0.5 mm were found to be 
the most abundant (38%), followed by 0.5 – 1 mm (29%), and less (22%), in the range of 
1 – 2 mm.

The prevalence of small-sized MPs has been reported in several studies. Zhao et  al. 
(2024) studied MPs in the surface water of the XJ River in China; the authors reported 
60% of MPs in the size range of 0.05 to 0.1 mm. Similarly, Imbulana et al. (2024) observed 
that 50% of MPs detected in a primary river network in Japan were smaller than 0.04 mm 
(Imbulana et al. 2024; Zhao et al. 2024).

Table 1  Number and abundance 
of MPs

Sample location code Number of particles Abundance 
(particles/m3)

L1 17 0.27
L2 24 0.38
L3 8 0.13
L4 24 0.38
L5 46 0.73
L6 74 1.17
L7 159 2.52
L8 47 0.74
L9 103 1.63
L10 84 1.33
L11 26 0.42
L12 26 0.42
L10 17 0.27
L14 23 0.36
L15 11 0.17
L16 26 0.41
L17 18 0.29
L18 29 0.46
L19 13 0.21
L20 26 0.41
L21 27 0.43
L22 20 0.32
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Spearman correlation test was used to assess the relationship, if any, between MP 
abundance and their sizes (Fig.  3). The statistical analysis revealed a weak correlation 
(p-value = 0.60). The greater abundance of small-sized MPs could be explained by the fre-
quent degradation of MPs, possibly due to weathering conditions in the Vaal River, which 
results in a continuous decrease in MPs size (Koelmans and Kalčíková 2019). Thus, unlike 
other pollutants, MPs become more abundant with time (Saad et al. 2022b).

MP size affects their transport, distribution, pathways, and fate. For instance, size 
affects the buoyancy and the drag force. Consequently, it determines their dispersal and 
distribution in water and accumulation in sediment. For example, small MPs are fre-
quently reported in near-surface water, whereas larger particles are found in deep waters 
at different depths depending on their density (Shamskhany et al. 2021). This explains the 
higher abundance of small-sized MPs in this study. However, with time, MPs tend to sink 
in sediments due to density change, which results in biofouling, adsorption of co-existing 
contaminants from the surroundings, and other environmental conditions (Tekman et  al. 
2020). MP particle size also influences their mobility and long-distance transport (Zhang 
et al. 2022). Further, MP size is tied to hydrodynamic parameters such as relaxation time, 
settling, and rise velocity; ultimately, this correlation defines the mobility and transport 
of MPs. For instance, compared to larger MPs, small-sized MPs are reported to have low 
relaxation time and low settling velocity but faster sinking due to biofouling, implying that 
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Fig. 2  Distribution of MP sizes: a) in all samples; b) per individual samples
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small MPs are more mobile and have a fast transport rate compared to larger MPs (Kumar 
et al. 2021; Shamskhany et al. 2021).

3.2.2  Distribution of Shapes of MPs

Particles were categorised into fibers (slender shape); films (very thin particles); frag-
ments (irregular shape); and pellets (spherical shape) (Su et al. 2016). Typical MP shapes 
observed in this study are shown in Fig. SM1. Proportionally, fibers and fragments were 
dominantly present, accounting for 81% of the total particles (Fig. 4).The remaining parti-
cles were identified as films and pellets (19%).

The dominance of fibrous MPs over other shapes is reported in the Mekong River Delta 
in Vietnam, ten urban and rural freshwater sites in Australia, the Ergene River in Turkey, 
and the West River in China (Akdogan et al. 2023; Huang et al. 2021; Kieu-Le et al. 2023; 
Nan et al. 2020).

The shape of MPs is another essential characteristic that impacts their behaviour. For 
example, it influences the biofouling rate and, thus, affects the sinking/rising behaviour 
of MPs (Godoy et al. 2019; Murphy et al. 2022). The shape of MPs can also indicate their 
sources; for instance, potential sources of fibers may include domestic sewage from resi-
dential areas around the Vaal, namely, Sedibeng and Metsimaholo districts. It is important 
to note that this region of the Vaal receives copious amounts of wastewater effluent from 
several WWTPs, namely, Leeuwkuil, Sebokeng, Midvaal, and Rietspruit WWTPs (Saad 
et al. 2022a; Weideman et al. 2020). Fragments could be attributed to recreational activi-
ties; the Vaal River is a renowned tourism destination in the country.

Pellets are primary MPs produced by ultrafine grinding in mills and are extensively 
used in cosmetics and other personal-care products, primarily in small sizes (Fahren-
feld et al. 2019; Hartmann et al. 2017; Koelmans and Kalčíková 2019). These can enter 
the Vaal as people engage in different water activities. The average size of pellets in 
personal care products such as sunscreens is between 0.06 and 0.8 mm (Cheung and 
Fok 2017; Sun et al. 2020). This agrees with the findings of this study, noting that 86% 
of pellets were < 0.5 mm. The remaining 14% were in the 0.5–1 mm (13%) and 1–2 
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mm (1%), with an average size of 0.32 ± 0.19 mm (Fig. SM2). The average sizes (mean 
value ± stdev) of fibers, fragments, and films were 1.2 ± 0.86 mm, 0.64 ± 0.59 mm, and 
1.7 ± 1.3 mm, respectively.

The distribution of shapes across different size ranges showed that in all sam-
ples, the highest proportion (> 80%) of fibers were in the gauges of < 0.5 mm (20%), 
between 0.5 and 1 mm (33%), and between 1 and 2 mm (32%). Lower quantities were 
in higher size ranges of 2 to 3 mm (11%), 3 to 4 mm (2%), and 4 to 5 mm (2%). Simi-
larly, 54% of fragments were less than 0.5 mm, 28% were between 0.5 to 1 mm, and 
13% were between 1 to 2 mm. Smaller quantities were detected in the gauge of 2 to 3 
mm (3%) and 3 to 4 mm (1%). Films were distributed as follows: 15% were less than 
0.5 mm, 25% were between 0.5 and 1 mm, 31% between 1 and 2 mm, 11% were in the 
range of 2 to 3 mm, 9% were in the range of 3 to 4 mm, and only 8% were in the range 
of 4 to 5 mm. The size distribution across fibers, fragments, and films indicates that 
large plastic debris may undergo successive fragmentation when exposed to different 
environmental processes/conditions in the Vaal River. Considering the gradual disin-
tegration of plastics into smaller particles over time, their size distribution in rivers 
and other water systems is more likely to be skewed towards lower-size classes (Mason 
et al. 2016; Onoja et al. 2022).
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Fig. 4  Distribution of MP shapes: a) in all samples; b) per individual samples
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3.2.3  Distribution of Colours of MPs

Numerous colours were observed, and green, black, and blue were the most dominant, 
accounting for 22%, 19%, and 18%, respectively (Fig. 5). MPs with white and red col-
our were less prevalent, accounting for 11% and 6%, respectively. Other minor colours 
(pink, purple, yellow, and brown) that were least prevalent were grouped as “others”; 
accounting for 5%. Transparent MPs were detected in a smaller portion of 17% of the 
total particles.

The distribution of colours across different shapes is depicted in Fig. SM3. The wide 
variety in colours suggests that MPs in the Vaal River are from various sources. For 
instance, the presence of fragments in relatively equal proportions of different colours 
(blue (19%), green and white (18%) each, black (15%), red (7%), and other colours 
(8%)), reflects their multiple sources (fragmentation of a wide range of plastic items). 
The dominance of coloured fibers over transparent, and the absence of white fibers, sug-
gest that wastewater discharge is the primary source of these fibrous MPs. Coloured 
fibers are known to originate from synthetic textiles, whereas white fibers come from 
fishing nets and lines. The prevalence of transparent films (66%) is also consistent with 
their potential sources (packaging materials and wrapping films) (Dris et  al. 2018; 
Lahiri et al. 2023; Sadan and de Kock 2020; Zhang et al. 2021).
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Fig. 5  Distribution of MP colours: (a) in all samples; (b) per individual samples
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3.2.4  Surface Texture of MPs

SEM images of selected MPs are depicted in Fig.  6. The images clearly show cracks, 
scratches, and pores on the surfaces of the particles, which are signs of degradation. Such 
signs include the rough surface of the microplastic fragment (Fig. 6b), the cracked and 
porous surface of the pellet (Fig. 6d), and fine particles pitting on the surface of the fiber 
and film particles (Fig. 6a and Fig. 6c). In natural environments like the Vaal River, plas-
tics/MPs are exposed to different weathering processes. Additionally, the degradation 
increases the surface area of MPs, resulting in an increased sorption capacity/sites (Saad 
2022, 2023; Zhang et al. 2021). This explains the presence of small particles on the sur-
face of MPs (Fig.  6a and Fig.  6c). Therefore, degraded MPs are of great concern due 
to their higher adsorption capacity of co-existing pollutants (Guo et al. 2023; Hu et al. 
2023; Zhong et al. 2023).

Fig. 6  SEM images of: a) Fiber; b) Fragment; c) Film; d) Pellet
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3.3  Chemical Composition

3.3.1  Polymer Types

The chemical composition of MPs was identified with reference to their Raman spec-
tra (Fig. SM4). The Raman-Forensic-Horiba database is abbreviated as RAX, RHX for 
Raman-Forensic-Horiba, and WSARX for the Raman-Sigma-Aldrich Library of Raman 
Spectra-Wiley database. The polymer identity number and names in the databases are 
also given. Three polymers were identified, namely, high-density polyethylene (HDPE), 
low-density polyethylene (LDPE), and polypropylene (PP).

The Raman spectra osf LDPE (Fig.  SM4a) and HDPE (Fig.  SM4b) have noticea-
ble differences. In the  CH2 bending and  CH2 twisting regions, the intensity of the  CH2 
bending mode was higher for HDPE (1414.40  cm−1 and 1440.51  cm−1) compared to 
that of LDPE (1418.34  cm−1 and 1439.55  cm−1). Due to its crystalline state, PE has 
a more pronounced doublet of narrow bands in the region 1400–1500  cm−1 (Ibrahim 
and He 2017; Jumeau et al. 2013). The differences between HDPE and LDPE are also 
pronounced in the C-H stretching region. The intensity of the symmetric  CH2 stretch-
ing mode at 2849.50  cm−1 (relative to the asymmetric  CH2 stretching mode at 2882.29 
 cm−1) is higher for LDPE compared to HDPE with symmetric and asymmetric  CH2 
stretching modes at 2881.10  cm−1 and 2848.32  cm−1, respectively. The stretching of 
C-H (2800–2900  cm−1) and the bending of  CH2 (1400–1500  cm−1) are sensitive to the 
density of PE; thus, these regions were used to differentiate between the different Crys-
talline and amorphous phases of the PE (Ibrahim and He 2017).

The Raman spectrum of the sample in Fig.  SM4c was superimposable to a PP 
homopolymer reference spectrum. The sample and reference spectra had a 98% HQI 
and shared major peaks at 399.13  cm−1, 807–842.68  cm−1, 1151.24  cm−1, and 1459.80 
 cm−1, all assigned to PP (Nielsen et al. 2002).

In South Africa, the largest plastic production companies (Sasol Polymers and Saf-
ripol) polymerise ethylene and propylene into polyolefins (PE or PP) (Sadan and de 
Kock 2020). Polyolefins are the most ubiquitous synthetic commercial polymers, and 
PE is the most mass-produced polymer worldwide. Numerous studies have reported PE 
and PP in different aquatic compartments of various water systems (Lee and Kim 2023; 
Li et al. 2023a; Yang et al. 2023; Yu et al. 2023).

PE plastics are classified according to their molecular structure, melting point, and 
density as either LDPE or HDPE. LDPE has a highly branched chain structure and is 
a product of a non-catalyzed high-pressure polymerization. Its applications include 
packaging, bottles, plastic bags, clothes, water tanks, plastic furniture, and films. On the 
other hand, HDPE is a highly crystalline polymer with a linear chain produced by low-
pressure polymerization. Its applications include bottles, large containers, drums, fuel 
tanks, pipes, wrapping films, and crates. Although mostly inert, PE can slowly degrade 
in the environment due to structural defects or under the influence of various forces in 
nature (Chamas et al. 2020).

PP is harder than PE, is translucent, semi-rigid, tough, and has good heat and chemi-
cal resistance. It is available in three commercial grades and used in several applications 
(automotive, patio furniture, bottles, films, tapes, webbing straws, and appliances). PP 
products can undergo similar degradation processes to PE and generate MPs (Chamas 
et al. 2020).
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3.3.2  Colourants

The sample and reference spectra in Fig. SM4d had a 91.56% HQI and major peaks at 
1259.71–1293.73  cm−1 (stretching of CC moieties), 1406  cm−1 (stretching of NN moi-
eties), and 1601.04  cm−1 (stretching of CC and bending of CH moieties), all assigned 
to Pigment Yellow 83 (Yakes et al. 2017). The Raman spectrum in Fig. SM4e had car-
bon bands of Vine black (Pigment Black 6) at 1337.14  cm−1 and 1534.30  cm−1 (Coc-
cato et  al. 2015; Tomasini et  al. 2012). The reference spectrum is superimposable to 
other carbon blacks like Ivory black and Van Dyck brown with HQI values greater 
than 97%. Carbon blacks are carbon-based pigments used in polymers/polymer blends. 
In terms of the volume of all pigments used by the plastic industry, carbon blacks 
are second only to  TiO2 (Pigment White 6). Polymers containing carbon blacks can 
exhibit a carbon-like Raman spectrum, and for this reason, black particles are sparsely 
confirmed via Raman spectroscopy (Huang 2002; Coccato et al. 2015; Käppler et al. 
2016).

4  Implications of the Physical Characteristics of MPs

The size, shape, and colour of MPs have significant impacts on their behaviour, transport, 
and distribution in aquatic environments, thus, significant consequences on their fate, bio-
availability, and potential health risks (Gad and Midway 2022; Gray and Weinstein 2017; 
Shamskhany et al. 2021; Saad 2023; Zhang et al. 2022).

The dominance of small-sized, fibrous, and coloured MPs in the Vaal River is of great 
concern. The small size of MPs makes them available to organisms throughout aquatic 
food webs. Further, smaller-sized MPs may interact with microbial biofilms such as fungi 
and bacteria and cause a higher probability of being mistakenly ingested by organisms. 
Additionally, small-sized MPs have larger surfaces available for the attachment of other 
contaminants, thus, they present more hazards to aquatic organisms (Li et al. 2023b; Saad 
et  al. 2023; Saad 2023). In short, the effect of MPs size on their mobility, distribution, 
fate, and environmental behaviour, ultimately defines their potential ecological impacts and 
health risks. Smaller-sized MPs pose higher risks; thus, the high prevalence of small-sized 
MPs in the Vaal River is of great concern. Moreover, it is also noted that the efficiency of 
water and wastewater treatment plants in removing MPs is determined, among others, by 
particle size (Hu et al. 2019; Krishnan et al. 2023; Leslie et al. 2017; Sun et al. 2020).

Fibers, the most abundant shape in this study, are reported to cause more harm to aquatic 
organisms than other MP shapes (Liang et al. 2023). For instance, they had higher mortal-
ity in amphipods (Hyalella azteca), stronger acute toxicity in grass shrimp (Palaemonetes 
pugio), and caused intestinal epithelial cell necrosis in zebrafish (Danio rerio) (Blarer and 
Burkhardt-Holm 2016; Gray and Weinstein 2017; Qiao et al. 2019). MPs were detected in all 
colon tissue samples, with an average of 331 MPs per individual, with fibers accounting for 
96.1% of particles (Ibrahim et al. 2021; Schwabl et al. 2019). The high prevalence of fibrous 
MPs in the surface water of the Vaal River, therefore, alarms great potential health risks.

Lastly, the high abundance of coloured MPs in the Vaal is also worrying; colour 
may have significant implications on exposure and potential health risks of MPs. Sev-
eral studies have reported that aquatic organisms may selectively prey on coloured 
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MPs due to colour similarity to their natural prey (Saad et al. 2022a). The preferential 
uptake of MPs with specific colours by different aquatic biota is well documented (de 
Sá et al. 2015; Ory et al. 2018; Sequeira et al. 2020). The ingestion of coloured MPs by 
organisms is of great concern. In addition to their possible health risk, coloured MPs 
contain colourant agents such as pigments and dyes, which are toxic. The toxicity of 
coloured MPs comes from the plastic and the chemicals added to plastics during manu-
facturing (Onoja et al. 2022; Rochman 2013).

5  Environmental Consequences and Mitigation

Our findings demonstrate the prevalence of MPs in the Vaal River, which may affect a 
large population. The impacts are not limited to the population around the Vaal triangle 
but also to towns and farming communities downstream of the river. The Vaal River has 
considerable economic and social value; it is the largest tributary of the Orange River, 
which flows through five out of the nine provinces of South Africa. It provides water sup-
ply to industries, agricultural activities, breeding livestock, recreation, and drinking water 
( (Iloms et al. 2020; Weideman et al. 2020). Further, the pollution profile concerning the 
physical and chemical properties of the detected MPs indicates serious threats and health 
risks. Small-sized, coloured, and fibrous MPs that were abundantly detected are easily 
transported and ingested by aquatic organisms, which put the aquatic species in the Vaal in 
real danger. The Vaal River is home to various species, e.g., yellowfish and carp fish, both 
widely consumed in South Africa. Notably, the impacts of MP pollution are not limited to 
the bio-physical elements of the environment. There are also implications for the social 
and economic systems of society. For example, the productivity, viability, profitability, and 
safety of the sectors that the Vaal River supports are highly vulnerable to plastic pollution.

The government of South Africa should pay enough attention to address MP pollution; 
the country is listed within the top 20 countries with the highest mass of mismanaged plas-
tic waste (Verster et al. 2017; Verster and Bouwman 2020). Yet, the South African National 
Waste Management Strategy and the Annual Performance Plan (APP) for the Department 
of Environmental Affairs do not address MP or plastic pollution. Therefore, to contribute 
to the global initiative of addressing Sustainable Development Goals, the South African 
government is yet to recognise MP pollution within its environmental management frame-
works. The United Nations has already requested countries to join the UN treaty, which 
addresses the urgent need to amplify efforts and catalyse comprehensive global efforts 
toward plastic pollution (Islam et al. 2023).

To effectively address and mitigate plastic and MP pollution in South Africa, collec-
tive efforts are needed. Authorities, the scientific community, and stakeholders, including 
communities, should all play their role. Effective waste management strategies need to be 
developed; these include source segregation and improved transportation to promote waste 
recycling, effective legislation for plastic and microplastic waste management, enforcement 
of policies to reduce illegal dumping, and supportive policies to reduce landfilling and pro-
mote recycling. It is also essential to educate the public about MP pollution and the associ-
ated health, environmental, social, and economic impacts of MPs. Awareness of MP pol-
lution consequences is key to generating public interest that would lead to a longstanding 
behavioural change in which people use plastics. However, these efforts must be supported 
by legislation and economic instruments if a significant change is ultimately to be achieved 
(Nikiema et al. 2020b). Legislative interventions include aspects such as reduction of the 
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usage of plastic through a tax on plastic bags and banning microplastic beads in cosmetics 
and personal care products; taxes on plastic bags have already been introduced in South 
Africa in 2003 (Dikgang et al. 2012). However, a lot of ground remains to be covered in 
formulating and enforcing guidelines on contaminant levels of MPs in aquatic and other 
environments.

6  Conclusions

This work was dedicated to investigating MP pollution in the Vaal River. The study was 
designed with a particular focus on morphological and chemical characteristics of MPs 
and factors driving distribution patterns. MP particles were prevalent in considerable con-
centrations, and the abundance of small-sized, fibrous, and coloured MPs is of additional 
concern due to the potential health risks associated with these properties. In addition to 
the three polymers (LDPE, HDPE, and PP), two pigments were also identified, which are 
believed to be colouring agents added to polymers during production.

Wastewater effluents and recreational activities are identified as primary potential sources 
of MP pollution in the Vaal River. The study also revealed that the proximity to urban cen-
tres and the presence of tributaries had significant input on MP abundance. Despite a lack of 
standardised sampling and analysis procedures, and the need for more monitoring studies in 
various environments to amass more data, the implications of MPs on biota, water quality, and 
human health are undeniable and detrimental. This study provided insights into understand-
ing microplastic behaviour, fate, bioavailability, and toxicity concerning their physicochemical 
properties. It is worth mentioning that the characteristics reported and discussed in this study 
are not unique to the Vaal River or South Africa; such insights are beneficial to broaden our 
understanding of MP pollution as a global environmental concern.
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