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Abstract: The dispersion of commercial plastics in the marine environments is a major threat to
biodiversity and ecosystem services of the last decades. The lower density of the plastics with
respect to marine water density determines their floating, transferring, and accumulation in sandy
beaches. Sandy beaches represent a natural sink ecosystem for marine plastics, where the latter are
fragmented and photo-degraded in relation to the kind of polymer. Here, we propose an accurate
and cost-effective method, the differential scanning calorimetry (DSC), to identify different polymers
from plastic samples collected on the Aquatina di Frigole beach (Apulia Region, Southeast of Italy),
included in the NATURA 2000 Site coded as IT9150003. Our results reveal the exclusive presence of
thermoplastic polymers in the beach plastic samples, mostly belonging to the polyolefin family. They
appear to be remnants of larger plastic fragments, which could impact biodiversity and ecosystem
services such as beach recreation activities and tourism.

Keywords: sandy beaches; beach plastic litter; waste polymers; differential scanning calorimetry
(DSC); Aquatina di Frigole NATURA 2000 Site

1. Introduction

Commercial commodity plastics consist of a large variety of polymers, mostly belong-
ing to thermoplastic family, including polypropylene (PP), polyethylene (PE), polystyrene
(PS), polyvinylchloride (PVC), polyethylene terephthalate (PET), and polyamide (PA).
The majority of them are based on synthetic polymers, produced starting from fossil oil and
designed to meet the different requirements of a wide variety of end products. Thanks to
their versatility, durable nature, and high cost-effectiveness, plastics have played a crucial
role in many strategic sectors in the last decades, such as packaging, the building and
construction industry, transportation, electrical and electronic devices, agriculture, med-
ical applications, and sport equipment [1,2]. In the last 50 years, in fact, world plastic
production has increased from 1.7 tons up to reach 360 million tons per year [1].

Although polymers are typically considered as inert materials, nonetheless, the in-
cluded chemical additives can be desorbed from them, entering the marine environments
and causing severe harm to marine animals [3,4].

Nowadays, a large, often unavoidable use of plastics in modern society—in particular
for packaging and single-use products—is exponentially increasing; as a consequence,
the production of plastic waste is greatly increasing also, and spreading to such an extent
that it is commonly recognized as a global concern that impairs ecosystems and threat-
ens biodiversity [5–7]. Pollution due to plastics in marine environments is undoubtedly
dependent on bad management of the waste plastics [1]. The most noticeable impacts
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in the marine environments are well-documented in the literature, including alterations
in biodiversity and ecosystem health [8,9]; entanglement, smothering, and ingestion by
marine species, such as large vertebrates as well as invertebrates [10–12]; and leaching
of the mentioned plastic additives and chemicals, such as fillers, pigments, plasticizers,
stabilizers, anti-oxidants, flame retardants [13].

Sandy beaches represent a natural sink environment for collecting the floating litter,
which, after becoming stranded, generally becomes trapped in/under the sand or might be
blown further inland [14]. Marine plastic litter stranded on beaches is also found along
all the coasts of the Mediterranean Sea and has become a permanent concern, as well as a
serious disturbance within the landscape and other aesthetic experiences of tourists and
local visitors at beaches, as it curtails beach enjoyment [15].

Most studies dealing with beach plastic litter are based on measurements of quantities
or fluxes (i.e., distribution, abundance, size and composition). They consider various litter
categories, different samplings on transects and quadrates, other abiotic factors such as
width and length of the beaches, transects in parallel or perpendicularly to the shoreline,
and they regard both scientific surveys and/or clean-up campaigns [13–15]. Nevertheless,
there are only a few studies addressing the polymeric composition of plastic litter samples
in sandy beaches [16–18]. At present, data are only available on microplastic participles in
beaches and coastal lagoons [19], in sediments [20] and on floating microplastics [21].

Analytical methods such as Fourier transform infrared (FT-IR) spectroscopy and
micro-Raman spectroscopy have proven to be effective in identifying the polymer types of
microplastics in environmental samples [22]. These techniques are based on the well-known
infrared absorption bands that represent distinct chemical functionalities in the material
analysed. However, the applicability of such common techniques has shown several
drawbacks: (1) they require the extraction of the microplastics from environmental matrices
including density separation, clean up steps and biomass removal; (2) large-sized samples
must be analysed to confirm the composition of a plastic item composed of different
polymers [23]; (3) these techniques are time consuming and laborious [24]; and (4) FT-IR
and micro-Raman spectroscopy are not readily available everywhere [23]. In addition,
polymers possessing the same chemical formula but different molecular structure, such as
high density polyethylene (HDPE) and low density polyethylene (LDPE), are difficult
to differentiate.

Therefore, in this research, we propose an alternative, simple and quick method
for the identification of the polymers composing beach plastic litter based on a thermal
analysis (TA) method: the differential scanning calorimetry (DSC). Thermal analyses,
and in particular the DSC technique, are of extraordinary utility to characterize polymeric
materials in a fast way; small sized sample can also be analysed, providing very reliable
results. In addition, heterogeneous unpurified samples, even containing other materials,
can be analysed, identifying the presence and kind of the polymer/polymers [17,23]. All of
these aspects represent a novelty in this field of research.

This original study aims (1) to describe the beach plastic litter on the beach of Aquatina
di Frigole, located along the Adriatic Sea coastline, in the Salento peninsula (Apulia Region,
Italy), and included in the NATURA 2000 Site coded as IT9150003, and (2) to analyse the
polymers composition of the plastic samples collected on the beach using the DSC technique.
To reach these objectives, beach plastic litter was collected from two beach transects.
Our findings provide novel details that can help future studies to reduce misleading results
and increase identification accuracy with time-costs effectiveness.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The sampling of marine plastic litter was carried out during April 2018 on the sandy
beach of Aquatina di Frigole, located along the eastern Adriatic Sea coastline (Salento penin-
sula, Apulia Region, Italy). The beach (Lat. 40.4378◦ N, Long. 18.2483◦ E), about 13 km far
from the City of Lecce in the locality of Frigole, is frequently visited by tourists during the
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summer months and is included in the NATURA 2000 Site named “Aquatina di Frigole”
and coded as IT9150003.

The NATURA 2000 Site of Aquatina di Frigole covers a surface of 3,163 ha, encom-
passes marine and terrestrial habitats, and a lagoon separated from the beach by an
extensive dune cordon. Some of the habitats included in the site that are in danger of
disappearance have been given priority status under Annex I of the Directive 92/43/EEC,
such as the 1120* Posidonia beds (Posidonion oceanicae), 1150* coastal lagoons, and 2250*
coastal dunes with Juniperus spp. It also has a high variability of plant species including
particular associations of considerable floristic and vegetation interest, such as the shrubs of
the Mediterranean maquis, the salt steppe and different species of wild orchids. The lagoon
constitutes a nursery environment for the juvenile stages of many fish species due to the
wide availability of nutrients and food resources. Furthermore, the lagoon hosts different
species of crustaceans, molluscs, and macrophytes [25–27]. Among these, the endemic
Mediterranean bivalve Pinna nobilis is included in Annex IV of the Habitats Directive
and is listed as an endangered species in the International Union for Conservation of
Nature (IUCN) Red List [28–30]. In addition, the variety of environments and habitats in
the entire protected area support numerous nesting and migratory birds of community
importance such as pairs of ardeidae Ardea cinerea, Ardea alba, Egretta garzetta and flocks of
Phalacrocorax carbo. The rapacious Circus aeruginosus, which nests in the spring between
the vegetation that surrounds the lagoon, can also be sighted, whereas, among the anatids,
Anas platyrhynchos, Anas acuta, Anas querquedula and Anas crecca can be found.

2.2. Sample Collection and Handling

In April 2018, two transects (T1, T2) spanning from the strandline to the base of dunes
were surveyed on the Aquatina di Frigole sandy beach. Along each transect, three sampling
sites (A = intertidal zone, B = medium beach, C = base of dune) were fixed. The two
transects were chosen in a limited area of the beach characterized by the accumulation of
marine litter and plastics with the aim to collect a high number of plastic categories and
polymers. Three replicates of 30 cm × 30 cm were collected randomly in each sampling
site. Within each 0.09 m2 replicate, the plastic litter was collected from the surface up to
10 cm deep using a box-corer and later it was sieved with a two-millimeter-mesh-size sieve.
The retained sample on the sieve was cleaned with tap water in the nearby Research Centre
of Fisheries and Aquaculture of Aquatina di Frigole (branch laboratory of the University of
Salento) and then air-dried. Some collected samples are shown in Figure 1 with the aim to
give a visual description of the plastic items sampled.

Sustainability 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 17 
 

 
Figure 1. Example of the plastic items collected from Aquatina di Frigole beach. The photo contains 
the plastic items of a single replicate (sandy beach plot of 30 × 30 × 10 cm); the label about the sam-
pling time, site and replicate is also reported. 

Afterwards, each plastic piece was weighed using a microbalance Sartorius MC21S 
(±0.001 g) and then the plastic pieces were grouped into 11 main categories according to 
the different material types: pellets, straws and lolly sticks, bottles, bottle caps, rubber 
pieces, polystyrene, string and cords, plastic fragments (sizes < 0.5 cm, comprised between 
0.5 cm and 10 cm, >10 cm) and objects composed of different materials. The collected 
items, grouped by category, were then counted and weighed with a microbalance ±0.001 
g (Sartorius MC21S) for transect, site, and replicate. Finally, we selected a subset of plastic 
items for each category as different as possible, taking into account color, shape, and deg-
radation state; each selected item was then analysed using a differential scanning calorim-
eter 822 Mettler Toledo instrument. 

2.3. Differential Scanning Calorimetry to Identify Different Polymers 
The identification of the polymer/polymers composing each of the picked up plastic 

item was carried out with the aid of a differential scanning calorimeter (DSC). To the best 
of our knowledge, this is one of the first studies present in the literature that uses DSC to 
identify and analyse the polymers collected from a coastal environment [17,31]. 

Differential scanning calorimetry belongs to the thermal analyses (TA), a set of ana-
lytical techniques able to measure the properties or property changes of materials, even 
materials other than polymers, as a function of temperature or time. TA techniques allow 
the identification and analysis of the physical properties of a substance as a function of 
the temperature (or time) when this substance is subjected to a controlled temperature 
program [32]. In the field of polymer science, thermal analyses, and in particular the heat 
flow DSC, are of extraordinary utility to characterize polymeric materials in a simple and 
fast way. 

A DSC instrument, in particular a DSC at heat flow, measures the difference in ther-
mal flux between a matter sample and a reference inert sample, typically the gas present 

Figure 1. Example of the plastic items collected from Aquatina di Frigole beach. The photo contains
the plastic items of a single plot/replicate (sandy beach plot of 30 cm × 30 cm × 10 cm); the label
about the sampling time, sampling station and replicate is also reported.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 3186 4 of 15

Afterwards, each plastic piece was weighed using a microbalance Sartorius MC21S
(±0.001 g) and then the plastic pieces were grouped into 11 main categories according to
the different material types: pellets, straws and lolly sticks, bottles, bottle caps, rubber
pieces, polystyrene, string and cords, plastic fragments (sizes < 0.5 cm, comprised between
0.5 cm and 10 cm, >10 cm) and objects composed of different materials. The collected
items, grouped by category, were then counted and weighed with a microbalance ±0.001 g
(Sartorius MC21S) for transect, sampling station, and plot/replicate. Finally, we selected a
subset of plastic items for each category as different as possible, taking into account color,
shape, and degradation state; each selected item was then analysed using a Mettler Toledo
822 differential scanning calorimeter..

2.3. Differential Scanning Calorimetry to Identify Different Polymers

The identification of the polymer/polymers composing each of the picked up plastic
item was carried out with the aid of a differential scanning calorimeter (DSC). To the best
of our knowledge, this is one of the first studies present in the literature that uses DSC to
identify and analyse the polymers collected from a coastal environment [17,31].

Differential scanning calorimetry belongs to the thermal analyses (TA), a set of analyt-
ical techniques able to measure the properties or property changes of materials, even ma-
terials other than polymers, as a function of temperature or time. TA techniques allow
the identification and analysis of the physical properties of a substance as a function of
the temperature (or time) when this substance is subjected to a controlled temperature
program [32]. In the field of polymer science, thermal analyses, and in particular the heat
flow DSC, are of extraordinary utility to characterize polymeric materials in a simple and
fast way.

A DSC instrument, in particular a DSC at heat flow, measures the difference in thermal
flux between a matter sample and a reference inert sample, typically the gas present in the
cell of measurement, both placed in an oven. The instrument is equipped with thermo-
couples, placed under the samples, able to measure the temperature difference between
the matter sample and the inert reference. Each thermal event involving a change of
specific heat in the sample, or the development/absorption of heat in the same, generates a
difference in temperature between the sample and the reference; the instrument converts
this difference to a heat flow difference, quantifying this difference. From the analysis of
the obtained curve, known as “thermogram”, it is possible to identify the different thermal
events occurring in a material, such as, in the case of polymers: glass transition, melting,
crystallization, and degradation.

Since each polymer is characterized by a defined range of temperatures in which it
displays the glass transition, melting, crystallization, or degradation processes, an accurate
analysis of the thermograms found for the unknown polymers, and a subsequent careful
interpretation of results, allows for the identification of the different polymers, as those
found on a beach.

The thermal characteristics of a polymer, apart from its chemical composition, struc-
ture, and molecular weight, depend also on other parameters, such as the employed
processing methods and conditions [33,34]. To a certain extent, they are also affected by the
additive used in the compounding stage and by the degradation level. The success of this
analysis for the identification of different polymers, therefore, requires a deep knowledge
of the DSC technique and of the thermal behavior of different commercial polymers.

A Mettler Toledo DSC 822 instrument was employed in the present study. The proce-
dure employed for the DSC tests was the following: for each plastic item, a small sample
(average weight 6 to 15 mg) was cut, weighed, and inserted in a standard aluminum
crucible (supplied by the Mettler Company). The crucible was covered with an aluminum
lid; on the lid, a small hole was made, in order to allow the drainage of the gas released as a
consequence of the heating of the material under analysis. The crucible containing the ma-
terial was then introduced in the DSC oven. The experiments were performed in dynamic
mode, employing a constant heating rate of 10 ◦C/min from 15 ◦C to 250 ◦C. The selected
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range of temperatures was chosen after a certain number of experiments in which it was
assessed that no thermal phenomenon, apart from thermal degradation, was observed
at temperatures greater than 250 ◦C. The experiments were carried out under nitrogen
atmosphere (flow rate: 80 mL/min) in order to avoid the occurrence of thermo-oxidative
processes, able to prevent the melting of the polymer. For the purpose of repeatability,
the calorimetric experiments were repeated at least twice and the results were averaged.

From the DSC tests, employing the acquisition data system connected with a dedicated
software—STARe—it was possible to determine the glass transition temperature (Tg)
and/or melting peak temperature (Tp) and enthalpy (∆H) of the polymers composing
the plastic items under analysis and, consequently, to identify the kind of polymers by
comparing these characteristics with those present in the literature for different polymers.

3. Results

A total of 1168 plastic items for a total weight of 535.6 g were gathered from 18
sampling plots/replicates (30 cm ×30 cm ×10 cm) on the Aquatina di Frigole beach along
two transects in which three sampling stations were identified with respect to the distance
from the sea, such as: A = intertidal zone; B = medium beach; C = base of the dune. In five
sampling plots/replicates, no plastic items were collected (Table 1).

Table 1. Numbers of the plastic litter items in the collected samples and grouped into eleven categories. (T1, T2 = transect;
A, B, C = sampling station; R1, R2, R3 = plot/replicate). No items were collected in the following plots/replicates: T1AR1,
T1AR2, T2AR1, T2AR2, T2AR3.

Beach Plastic Plots/Replicates

Categories T1AR3 T1BR1 T1BR2 T1BR3 T1CR1 T1CR2 T1CR3 T2BR1 T2BR2 T2BR3 T2CR1 T2CR2 T2CR3

Bottle caps 0 1 1 1 2 3 0 8 2 4 2 3 3

Pellets 1 3 42 7 26 92 65 91 34 50 16 89 47

Straws and lolly sticks 0 0 3 0 1 4 2 3 4 0 3 4 4

Polystyrene 0 0 4 0 0 4 8 6 1 0 7 15 24

Bottles 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0

Rubber 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 0 0

String and cords 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 2

Large fragments 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 2 4

Medium-sized fragments 0 3 22 3 16 17 18 80 38 44 18 60 35

Small fragments 0 0 13 0 26 4 13 16 13 10 0 7 0

Objects of different materials 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 1

The number of plastic items was highest in the base of dune sampling stations
(847 items, 141.17 ± 30.87 items/replicate), followed by medium beach (424 items,
70.67 ± 19.86 items/replicate), and intertidal zone sampling stations in which just one
item was found in the T1AR3 plot/replicate; no items were found in any of the other plots
of the intertidal zone sampling stations. It is interesting to note the high variability observed
along the beach transect. Moving from medium beach to the base of dune, the number of
items increased up to the 100%. The greatest plastic weight per plot/replicate was observed
at the base of dune (59.05 g ± 22.41), followed at medium beach (30.22 g ± 14.20), and at
the intertidal zone (0.005 g, just one item) (Figure 2A,B).
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Figure 2. Number of plastic items per plot/replicate (A) and total plastic weight per plot/replicate
(B) are reported for each of the sampling stations along the transects. Vertical bars represent the
standard error.

In terms of the composition of plastic litter, pellets were the most abundant type
(48%), followed by fragments (31%), polystyrene (6%), and bottle caps (3%). Conversely,
string and cords made up only 2.4% of all plastic shape type. All plastic litter types were
recorded both in medium beach and at the base of the dune, except for pellets, which were
recorded in all sampling stations (Figures 3 and 4).

A subsample (n = 39) of the plastic items was selected to identify the different poly-
mers employing a differential scanning calorimeter instrument. Most of the identified
polymers belong to the thermoplastic polymeric family as polypropylene and polyethylene
used in packaging, plastic bottles, plastic bags, and food containers. A few elastomers were
also identified. In particular, the analysed beach litter plastics were identified as: 11 articles
(bottle cups, straws, lolly sticks, fishing nets, strainers, small slabs, fragments) composed of
isotactic polypropylene (iPP), eight objects (bottle cups, small slabs fragments) composed
of high density polyethylene, five items (small cups, fragments) composed of lineal low
density polyethylene (LLDPE), one object (a small slab) composed of polyethylene vinyl
acetate (PEVA), one article (fragment of packaging foam) composed of polystyrene, six arti-
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cles (cups, small slabs, hollow objects) composed of a blend of low density polyethylene
and polyethylene vinyl acetate, two items (fragments) composed of a blend of high density
polyethylene and low density polyethylene, two articles (cups) composed of a blend of
isotactic polypropylene and low density polyethylene, two objects (a small cup, a frag-
ment) composed of a blend of isotactic polypropylene and linear low density polyethylene,
one article (a fragment) composed of a blend of isotactic polypropylene and high-density
polyethylene, one item (a small slab) composed of a blend of isotactic polypropylene and
polyethylene vinyl acetate, and one object (a small slab) composed of a blend of high
density polyethylene and polyethylene vinyl acetate. It was then found that isotactic
polypropylene (iPP) was the dominant polymer used as the material for straws, lolly sticks,
fishing nets, and some bottle caps. Its good chemical resistance and weld ability make
it widely used in various applications and mostly it is an ideal material for fishing nets
for its strength and moisture resistance. In the next paragraph, the main properties and
characteristics of the polymers identified in the analysed waste are illustrated.
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di Frigole beach.
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weld ability make it widely used in various applications and mostly it is an ideal material 
for fishing nets for its strength and moisture resistance. In the next paragraph, the main 
properties and characteristics of the polymers identified in the analysed waste are illus-
trated. 

A commercial polymer material is usually supplied to transformation companies as 
powder or “pellets”, i.e., small granules, and must be processed in order to obtain the final 
object. The latter were not presented in the present study since their width is in the range 
between microplastics and mesoplastics; therefore, they do not fulfill the objective of this 
study. They will be thoroughly analyzed and discussed in further manuscripts. 
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A commercial polymer material is usually supplied to transformation companies as
powder or “pellets”, i.e., small granules, and must be processed in order to obtain the final
object. The latter were not presented in the present study since their width is in the range
between microplastics and mesoplastics; therefore, they do not fulfill the objective of this
study. They will be thoroughly analyzed and discussed in further manuscripts.

Identification of Polymers through DSC

In Figures 5 and 6, the chemical structure and DSC signals recorded for the analyzed
plastic items are reported, respectively.
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The density and average peak temperature at melting, or glass transition temperature
for PS, (according to [30]) for each polymer are reported in each enclosed table.

Isotactic polypropylene was first identified from the observation of its thermogram
(reported in Figure 6A) in comparison with available data in the literature. It is a thermo-
plastic, rigid, highly crystalline polymer belonging to the polyolefin family, with a melting
point around 165 ◦C; it is very stable and scarcely biodegradable [32]. iPP is widely used
in many commercial applications, such as in textiles (fibers and fabrics), automotive com-
ponents (car seats, bumps), medicine and health (medicine bottles, disposable syringes),
furniture (carpets), as well as in packaging (caps, drinking straws, bottles) due to good
barrier properties, along with good surface finish and low production costs. It is one of the
polymers most frequently found in marine environments.

Polyethylene is a thermoplastic semi-crystalline polymer; it is one of the most em-
ployed polymers for different uses due to its cheapness and ease of production. PE is
largely utilized in packaging (to produce plastic bags, milk bottles, thin films, etc.) and
also to manufacture toys, pipes, and tanks [33]. It is intrinsically very resistant against
microbial attack [34]. PE is the major polymer among those composing plastic litter found
in marine ecosystems [18]. From the comparison of DSC traces with data reported in the
current literature, it was possible to identify plastic items composed of three types of PE,
i.e., HDPE (Figure 6B), LDPE (Figure 6C), and LLDPE (Figure 6D). As suggested by their
names, the different polyethylenes mainly differ in density (reported for each PE in the
table displayed under each thermogram), and, as a consequence, in the development of
the crystalline phase. With the DSC technique, therefore, it is possible to distinguish the
type of polyethylene under investigation. HDPE is a linear polymer, characterized by a
high density, largely used in the packaging industry. It is a highly crystalline polymer
(up to 80 to 90%) and it is characterized by a melting point of 127 ◦C to 135 ◦C. Low-
density polyethylene is a semi-crystalline, branched, thermoplastic polymer with a degree
of crystallinity in the 50 to 60% range. Due to a mixture of favourable mechanical and
physical properties and chemical resistance [33], it has been extensively used worldwide in
industrial, agricultural, and domestic market, mainly for packing and wrapping frozen
food, and to produce textile products and carrier bags. LLDPE is a linear polymer with a
low density, possessing a degree of crystallinity typically between 35 to 60%. As compared
to LDPE, it displays a higher tensile strength and a higher impact resistance. It is employed
in a variety of film applications also for its good chemical resistance and excellent water
vapor and alcohol barrier properties.
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Figure 6. DSC thermal plots for the plastic litter samples. Each plot shows the picture of the plastic
item and the peak at melting point, except PS for which glass transition temperature is reported.
From top to bottom: (A) isotactic polypropylene (iPP); (B) high density polyethylene (HDPE); (C) low
density polyethylene (LDPE); (D) linear low density polyethylene (LLDPE); and (E) polystyrene (PS).

Another polymer was, finally, identified from its thermogram, shown in Figure 6E:
it is polystyrene, an amorphous linear polymer [33]. Polystyrene can be identified by
its glass transition temperature, Tg, being for PS around 100 ◦C. PS is a hard and stiff
polymer, displays excellent thermal and electrical insulation characteristics, is relatively
inert to most chemicals, and absorbs low amounts of moisture. Polystyrene is, therefore,
widely employed in the production of disposable cups, plates, and bowls, rigid trays for
the food-service industry, packaging items, in laboratory ware and, due to its outstanding
electric capabilities, in electronic devices. PS foam can also be commonly encountered as
insulation and packaging material, to produce food containers (beverage cups, egg cartons,
and disposable plates and trays).
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4. Discussion

We carried out the sampling on the Aquatina beach during April 2018. In the Mediter-
ranean Ecoregion, the use for tourism and recreation of the beaches during April is very
limited until the summer. Consequently, the main beach litter is represented by marine litter.
Aquatina beach is exposed to main winds and marine current arriving from the north-north-
east direction. We recognized Italian, Greek, Albanian, and Montenegro languages on the
tagged macroplastics and supposed the origin of the items from the respective countries.

Polymer materials, sometimes also termed “plastics”, can be defined as polymers
modified with the addition of appropriate additives. Since polymers often cannot be used
in their pure state, before their commercialization, they are subjected to proper processes,
named “compounding”, able to modify their properties by the addition of appropriate
additives. Additives in polymers play an important role; a polymer needs to be modified
whenever one or more of its properties are not adequate for the required applications.
For instance, most polymers must be “stabilised”, i.e., protected against external environ-
mental agents (UV radiations, temperature, moisture, etc.). Some polymers can contain
only small amounts of antioxidants to prevent them from oxidizing. Other polymers
require large amounts of different additives, e.g., antioxidant, plasticizers, and fire retar-
dants [35–39]. Polymeric materials may also necessitate the presence of large fractions of
fillers, to reduce the whole costs and possibly to improve mechanical and/or functional
properties. The introduction of additives in commercial plastics has given rise to severe
environmental issues [3].

The actual risk of the spread of microplastics in marine environment is the adsorp-
tion and consequent deliverance of a wide variety of organic and inorganic chemicals
and toxins [2,6,9]. In addition, increasing concentrations of chemical pollutants adsorbed
through microplastics could result in their bioaccumulation in marine organisms via the
ingestion [2] and bio-magnification of chemicals upward in the food chain, which may
ultimately lead to contaminated seafood for humans as a result of plastic contamination
in marine food-webs [40,41]. Plastic pollution and its spreading in the environment also
has negative impacts on many economic sectors and ecosystem services, such as tourism,
fisheries, and aquaculture, navigation and marine transport, recreation and cultural activ-
ities [42] as much as on human health, livelihoods, and wellbeing [43]. Pathways of the
introduction of plastic litter in the environment are the result of anthropic and environmen-
tal sources. Plastic waste ends up in the marine environment when discharged into rivers,
through rainwater, and wastewater, or when left directly on beaches. Once they reach the
sea, marine litter items, depending on their densities, may float over long distances due to
natural drivers [44] or sink to the seafloor, accumulating in areas of low hydrodynamism
(bays and lagoons) or in the sediments [45]. In particular, the impact of marine plastic and
microplastic litter stored in the Aquatina di Frigole beach can affect both vertebrate and
invertebrate species with a high ecological value in terms of conservation and ecological
monitoring [46]. Among these, recently, a juvenile specimen of Monachus monachus stopped
on the beach [47], a population of Pinna nobilis has been observed [28,29], and the presence
of polychaetes was also recorded [12,30].

Given that plastic waste is increasing in marine environments due to the increase of
the production of single-use and multi-use plastic products, the identification of methods
and procedures able to categorize plastic litter by polymer type and detect marine transport
mechanisms and fates have become high research priorities. The determination of the kind
of item found on beaches in relation to the plastic polymer type employed to produce it is
the first step of the investigation focused on the transport and accumulation sites of the
litter, which represents an important aspect for developing plastic pollution mitigation
strategies. It must be kept in mind that many technological and management problems
still exist when treating/disposing of the collected plastic waste.

A first advantage of the technique proposed in the present study, differential scanning
calorimetry (DSC), resides in the possibility to quickly identify the type of polymer from a
minimal quantity of material (i.e., a few milligrams). The different polymers are, in fact,



Sustainability 2021, 13, 3186 12 of 15

characterized by distinctive peaks of melting, in terms of the maximum peak temperature,
of the melting enthalpy and the shape of the melting process curve, and of the initial and
final temperatures of the melting process. Furthermore, with DSC, it is possible to identify
different types of polymers possessing the same chemical formula but different molecular
weights and crystalline contents, such as high-density and low-density polyethylenes:
this differentiation is hardly achieved with other commonly employed techniques, such
as FTIR (Fourier-transform infrared spectroscopy) analysis. It must be underlined, finally,
that the presence of substances eventually absorbed on plastic fragments, such as pollutants,
contaminants and others, does not alter the DSC thermogram characteristic of each polymer
due to their non-polymeric nature.

Within this context, our study revealed that most of the plastic waste collected on
Aquatina di Frigole beach was composed of commercial polymers belonging to the poly-
olefin family—PP, HDPE, LDPE and LLDPE. Our findings are consistent with what has
been found in other studies where beached plastics are dominated by polyolefins [48],
with occasionally denser objects (e.g., PVC) or when entangled with natural benthic ma-
terial such as kelp that are sometimes deposited in the intertidal zone [49]. Additionally,
in Schwartz et al. (2019) [50], polyethylene and polypropylene were shown to be the
most abundant polymers in the ocean beaches, followed by polystyrene. According to
Schwarz et al. (2019) [50], polyethylene and polypropylene densities, in the range 0.9 to
1.0 g cm−3, are considerably lower than the densities of coastal seawater (about 1.02 g
cm−3), ensuring that this material evades sinking and is subject to long-term transporta-
tion in suspension or beaching on the strandline, while denser material is deposited in
the benthic environment and closer to its point of origin. Rochman et al. (2013) and
Rochman et al. (2016) [6,9] have recognized that the density of marine litter is the main
driver for their environmental fate.

Plastic pellets, accounting for 48% of the 1168 total items, was the most collected plastic
waste in our study. Fragments, i.e., plastics coming from the fragmentation and degradation
of larger plastic items were the second common type of litter. The fragmentation of
larger items is mainly driven by photo-oxidative, thermal- and biodegradation [26,38],
but rates and mechanisms may vary among polymer types; PE, for example, is more readily
fragmented by weathering events, while PP is more subject to mechanical degradation.
Additionally, integer objects, mostly bottle cups and straws, were quite frequently found
littered in the beach and were identified as iPP and HDPE.

The polymer types and the different shapes of items suggest a variety of sources.
Most of them derived from floating plastics drifting with the sea currents; some of the
integer objects (like bottle cups or straws) may even have been dropped off by visitors
on the beach. The presence of both integer and fragmented plastic items is not surprising
since the Adriatic basin records the highest amount of floating macro-litter and the highest
percentage of plastic material compared to other basins [51]. In addition, the dominance of
the plastic pellets and/or plastic fragments was recorded in other studies performed on
the beaches of the Adriatic coastline and Portuguese coasts [52]. Munari et al. (2017) [52]
analysing microplastics in five beaches along the north-western Adriatic coast found more
fragments than plastic pellets. On the contrary, Antunes et al. (2018) studying microplastics
in Portuguese coasts found pellets dominant with foams being also an important part of
the sampled materials. However, plastic litter typology varies depending on the type of
beach and the surrounding activities.

The largest quantitates of beach plastic litter accumulated in the supra-tidal zone
(medium beach) and in inland (at the base of the dune) compared to the quantities in the in-
tertidal zone. A similar result was found by Šilc et al. (2018) [53] and Poeta et al. (2014) [54]
analysing the relationship between the presence of litter and coastal dune habitats along the
sea-inland gradient in the southern Adriatic coast. They highlighted the presence of an in-
crease of litter along the sea-inland gradient, and embryo and mobile dune habitats forming
were a sort of “source area” from where litter can be further distributed over dune habitats
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further inland, in particular by wind action. In the Mediterranean, even during winter
storms, the action of waves and tides generally does not extend beyond these habitats.

The large presence of plastics and polystyrene on the Aquatina di Frigole beach
evidences the need for further research efforts. Surely, the presence of large amounts of
plastic litter has a negative impact on the environment and causes the degradation and
ecological integrity loss of natural habitats protected by NATURA 2000. More research is
necessary to understand the sink and sources of this ubiquitous and priority contaminant
in the marine environment and biota and the kind of polymer. Mitigation plans for plastic
pollution should be a strategic priority.

5. Conclusions

In this study, the usefulness and accuracy of using DSC to identify commercial poly-
mers in plastic waste found on beach has been demonstrated. This instrument has the
advantage of supplying reliable results in short times; only a few milligrams of material are
required to analyze the sample and identify the type of plastic with this technique. Once the
types of plastic composing waste have been identified, the most appropriate technique to
recycle plastic waste should be encouraged because it is the only environmentally sound
alternative to landfill or incineration. Recycling should also become a more feasible option,
as society shifts towards a more recycling-oriented structure.
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