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STORY AT-A-GLANCE

> People with Crohn’s disease and ulcerative colitis carry higher levels of micro- and

nanoplastics, which intensify gut inflammation and make flares harder to control

> An inflamed gut absorbs plastic particles more easily, allowing them to enter tissue,

overstimulate immune cells, and worsen both local and whole-body symptoms

> Smaller plastic particles cause greater harm by disrupting gut bacteria, weakening your

intestinal barrier, and draining the cellular energy needed for repair

> Daily plastic exposure from bottled water, food packaging, and indoor dust acts as a
constant inflammatory trigger that slows recovery even when diet and treatment look
“right”

> Reducing plastic exposure and restoring cellular energy removes a major environmental

stressor, giving your gut the conditions it needs to stabilize and heal

Imagine doing everything "right" — following your doctor's advice, carefully watching
your diet — yet still experiencing painful flares that derail your life. For millions with
inflammatory bowel disease (IBD), this frustrating cycle is reality. New research
suggests one overlooked reason: the invisible plastic particles in your food, water, and

air.

Crohn's disease and ulcerative colitis, the two main types of IBD, are marked by recurring
flares that disrupt daily life through diarrhea, abdominal pain, bleeding, fatigue, and
unintended weight loss. When inflammation stays active, the consequences extend far
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beyond your gut, increasing the risk of malnutrition, systemic inflammation, and long-

term complications that erode quality of life.

IBD is conventionally blamed on genetics, immune imbalance, and food triggers. Those
factors matter, but they don't explain why rates keep rising or why symptoms persist
even when diets and medications look "right.' New environmental pressures have
entered the picture, and they operate quietly, day after day, without obvious warning
signs.

One of the most overlooked of these pressures is chronic exposure to microplastics.
These particles have infiltrated modern life — your drinking water, your food, even the air
inside your home — and they interact with your body in ways conventional
gastroenterology hasn't caught up to yet. This matters because environmental stressors
don't act in isolation. They stack. When they stack on top of an already inflamed gut,

recovery becomes much harder.

That's why | wrote my new book, "Microplastics Cure." In it, | explain how this invisible
exposure affects your long-term health, why your body struggles to clear plastics once
they accumulate, and how daily habits either worsen or reduce that burden.

The book lays out clear, science-backed steps you can take now to lower exposure and
support your body's natural defenses. With that foundation in place, the next section
walks through experimental evidence that shows what happens inside your gut when

plastic exposure meets existing inflammation.

Inflamed Guts Absorb Plastics More Aggressively

A study published in Microplastics and Nanoplastics investigated how mixed micro- and
nanoplastic exposure interacts with intestinal inflammation.” The researchers focused
on what happens after plastics enter an inflamed digestive system, rather than asking
whether plastics cause disease on their own. Researchers exposed both healthy mice

and mice with colitis to a mixture of plastic particles of different sizes.
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Healthy animals showed little visible tissue damage over the short exposure period. In
contrast, animals with existing inflammation experienced worse disease severity when

plastics were present, including more immune activation and deeper tissue involvement.

 Inflammation turns your gut into a plastic sponge — Inflamed intestinal tissue
absorbed significantly more plastic particles than healthy tissue, essentially
opening doors that should stay closed. Within hours, particles smaller than 1.2
micrometers crossed the gut lining and accumulated in intestinal walls. This
explains why exposure becomes more dangerous once your gut barrier is

compromised.

 Plastic exposure intensified immune cell infiltration — The study documented
increased infiltration of macrophages, a type of immune cell that drives
inflammation, in colitis animals exposed to plastics. Macrophages either clean up
damage and promote healing or amplify inflammation and attack. Plastic exposure
pushes them toward the attack mode.

» Gut bacteria balance shifted toward inflammatory patterns — Researchers analyzed
stool microbiomes and found reduced microbial evenness in inflamed animals
exposed to plastics. "Evenness" means balance between different bacterial species.
When balance tips, opportunistic bacteria that thrive on inflammation gain ground —
and once established, they're difficult to dislodge, creating a self-perpetuating cycle

that makes each flare harder to recover from than the last.

Think of your gut microbiome like a garden. Evenness means having a healthy
variety of plants. When evenness drops, it's like aggressive weeds taking over — the
troublemaker bacteria crowd out the beneficial ones that keep inflammation in

check.

 Specific bacteria linked to inflammation became more prominent — The study
observed increases in bacterial groups associated with inflammatory stress,
including Enterococcus and Escherichia-Shigella, when plastics were added to



colitis. These bacteria are known to aggravate immune responses and weaken gut

defenses, reinforcing disease activity instead of resolving it.

 Plastic size influenced how far particles traveled in the body — Smaller particles
moved beyond the gut more easily than larger ones. In inflamed animals,
nanoplastics entered the bloodstream and appeared in organs such as the liver,
kidneys, and brain. This shows why systemic symptoms often accompany gut
disease during flares.

The researchers also identified widespread changes in inflammation-related
signaling pathways when plastics were present. Proteins tied to immune activation,
tissue remodeling, and cancer-associated pathways increased, showing that

plastics amplify biological stress at a molecular level.

Research Links Higher Plastic Levels to More Severe Gut
Inflammation

The animal study raises a key question: do these same patterns show up in humans with
IBD? A comprehensive review published in Science of the Total Environment suggests
they do.? The study analyzed human, animal, and laboratory evidence on micro- and
nanoplastics and their relationship to intestinal inflammation and IBD.

The researchers pulled together data from epidemiologic studies, controlled animal
experiments, and human cell models to answer one question: what happens after these

particles enter the digestive system, and how that exposure lines up with gut disease.

The researchers evaluated how ingestion, inhalation, and environmental contamination
combine to create daily exposure in humans. This matters because you don't encounter
plastics one at a time or under sterile conditions. You encounter them constantly,

through food packaging, bottled water, household dust, and air.
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» People with IBD carry more plastic particles than healthy individuals — Case-
control studies summarized in the review found that stool samples from people
with IBD contained significantly higher concentrations of microplastics than
samples from healthy controls. Even more concerning, higher particle counts

aligned with higher disease activity scores.

» Exposure patterns differ by lifestyle and environment — People who frequently
drink bottled water, eat packaged foods, or live in high-dust indoor environments
show higher microplastic exposure. This connects daily habits to intestinal

stressors rather than framing IBD as only genetic or immune-driven.

Endocrine-disrupting chemicals (EDCs) — chemicals that mimic or interfere with
your hormones — add another layer of stress. Beyond the particles themselves, the
review notes that plastics carry chemicals such as phthalates and bisphenols that
interfere with hormone signaling. These compounds affect stress hormones and
immune regulation, adding another mechanism through which plastic exposure

worsens intestinal inflammation.

» Smaller particles show stronger biological effects than larger ones — Nanoplastics
and very small microplastics penetrated intestinal cells more easily than larger
fragments. These smaller particles disrupted cell function more aggressively, which

explains why total particle count matters less than particle size.

» Oxidative stress rises after plastic exposure — Oxidative stress is essentially
cellular rust — damage caused when unstable molecules called reactive oxygen
species overwhelm your cells' defenses. The review documents increased reactive
oxygen species inside intestinal cells exposed to microplastics, a process that
damages cellular structures and drains energy reserves. Plastics push gut cells into
a high-stress state where repair becomes harder and inflammation escalates.

Multiple experiments summarized in the review also showed increased release of
inflammatory messengers after plastic exposure. These signals are already

elevated in IBD, so added stimulation worsens the inflammatory load rather than
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resolving it.

* Mitochondrial disruption explains symptom persistence — Microplastics interfere
with mitochondria, the structures that produce cellular energy. Your intestinal lining
replaces itself every three to five days — one of the fastest cell turnover rates in
your body. This constant renewal demands enormous energy. When mitochondria

falter, your gut literally can't rebuild fast enough to keep up with damage.

When gut cells lose energy efficiency, they struggle to maintain barrier integrity,
control immune signaling, and recover from damage, which helps explain ongoing
symptoms even during treatment. Plastic particles also weaken the intestinal
barrier, meaning your gut lining loses its ability to keep harmful substances out.
This translates into higher inflammation, more immune activation, and reduced gut

resilience during stress or illness.

How to Reduce Plastic Exposure

Understanding the science is only useful if it changes what you do. The good news:
plastic exposure is largely within your control. Unlike genetics, this is a stressor you can
actively reduce starting today. While we can't yet prove plastics cause IBD to develop,
the evidence strongly suggests they accelerate disease activity once inflammation is

present.

This makes reducing exposure a logical priority for anyone already diagnosed. Micro-
and nanoplastics act like a steady irritant. When that pressure eases, repair becomes
possible. These steps focus on practical actions that reduce exposure where it actually

happens.

1. Filter your tap water and avoid plastic bottles — Use filtered tap water stored in
glass or stainless steel and eliminate plastic water bottles and straws. Keep hot
liquids out of plastic entirely and don't reheat food in plastic containers. Heat drives
plastic particle release, so this step immediately cuts a large daily source of

ingestion that reaches your gut.
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. Choose foods with minimal plastic contact — Prioritize fresh foods stored loose or
packaged in paper or glass. Reduce reliance on packaged meals and plastic-
wrapped items, especially fatty or acidic foods that pull more plastic residue from

packaging. Each swap lowers the total particle load entering your digestive tract.

. Filter your indoor air and reduce dust — Use a high-quality air purifier in living and
sleeping spaces, vacuum with a HEPA filter, and wet-dust surfaces instead of dry
wiping. Airborne plastic fibers settle into dust and enter your body through

breathing and swallowing, quietly adding to gut inflammation every day.

. Replace common plastic items in daily routines — Swap plastic cutting boards for
wood or bamboo. Avoid plastic tea bags, coffee pods, and disposable utensils. Use
stainless steel, bamboo or wooden tools instead. These changes reduce constant

low-level exposure that compounds over time.

. Restore cellular health to rebuild your gut from the inside out — If you've been
diagnosed with IBD, lasting improvement depends on fixing dysfunctional cellular
health, not just avoiding plastics. Start by reducing exposure to EDCs, which
interfere with cellular signaling and energy production. At the same time, sharply
limit linoleic acid (LA), a pervasive toxin in the modern food supply that destabilizes
cell membranes and weakens gut barrier function.

LA is a polyunsaturated fat concentrated in seed oils like soybean, corn, canola, and
sunflower, as well as nuts, seeds, chicken, and pork. While not directly related to
plastic exposure, LA destabilizes the same cell membranes that plastics damage,

compounding the barrier dysfunction.

Keep LA intake below 5 grams per day, and aim for under 2 grams when possible.
Tracking matters here. Tools like the upcoming Mercola Health Coach app,
including its Seed Oil Sleuth feature, make it easier to monitor intake down to a

tenth of a gram and turn awareness into daily action.
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Cellular repair also requires proper fuel. Prioritize 250 grams of healthy
carbohydrates per day from easy-to-digest sources such as white rice and whole
fruit. These foods supply the energy gut cells need to maintain barrier integrity and
regulate immune signaling without aggravating digestion. High-fiber foods come

later, not first.

Introducing fiber before gut function stabilizes increases endotoxin — bacterial
toxins that leak through a damaged gut wall and trigger bodywide inflammation —
buildup and worsens inflammation. Think of it as building a foundation before
adding weight-bearing walls. Once cellular energy normalizes and symptoms
stabilize — usually after several months — you can gradually reintroduce fiber

without triggering setbacks.

FAQs About IBD and Plastics

Q: What's the connection between microplastics and IBD?

A: Research shows that people with IBD carry higher levels of micro- and
nanoplastics than healthy individuals. These particles worsen gut inflammation by
weakening the intestinal barrier, disrupting gut bacteria, and overstimulating
immune responses. When your gut is already inflamed, plastic exposure acts as an

amplifier that makes flares more severe and harder to resolve.

Q: Why does plastic exposure matter more if you already have Crohn's disease or

ulcerative colitis?

A: An inflamed gut absorbs plastic particles more easily than a healthy one. Once
the barrier is compromised, smaller particles move into gut tissue and even into
your bloodstream, increasing immune activation and systemic stress. This creates a

self-reinforcing cycle where inflammation increases plastic uptake, and plastic



exposure intensifies inflammation.

Q: Are all plastics equally harmful to gut health?

A: Smaller particles cause greater harm. Nanoplastics and very small microplastics
penetrate intestinal cells more easily, disrupt cellular energy production, and trigger
stronger inflammatory signaling than larger fragments. This explains why your
bottled water, plastic-wrapped leftovers, and household dust deserve more attention
than the obvious plastic trash in the environment. The particles too small to see
cause the most biological harm.

Q: Can reducing plastic exposure actually help calm gut inflammation?

A: Lowering exposure removes a constant irritant that keeps your immune system
activated. While plastic reduction doesn't replace medical care, it reduces one major
environmental stressor that interferes with gut repair. When combined with proper
nutrition and cellular support, symptom stability becomes more achievable.

Q: What's the most important first step to protect gut health from plastics?

A: Start with the highest-impact changes: filter tap water, avoid plastic bottles and
hot food contact with plastic, and reduce packaged foods. These steps immediately
cut daily plastic ingestion and give your gut a better chance to restore barrier

integrity and calm immune signaling.
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