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What is World Environment Day? The problem

Every year, World Environment Day brings | | Approximately 75% of plastic ever produced is now waste.! This plastic is mostly
global attention to a different environmental | | discarded into the ocean. If current trends continue, by 2050, around 12 billion tonnes of
issue. For 2025, the theme was plastic | | plastic waste will have accumulated in landfills or in the natural environment — equivalent
pollution. to more than one tonne of plastic for every person on Earth.?

Lesser mealworm, a species of beetle from Kenya, are
able to consume polystyrene (PS).3

Lesser mealworm have many
related species, some of which
may also be able to feed on PS or
In this study, the beetles were reared in trays with a other plastics.
bedding of wheat and bran as a nutritional source.
Three diets were compared:

* Branalone

« PSalone

e BranandPS

The lesser mealworm were able to chew, burrow, and
feed on the PS. Rates of PS consumption and survival
were higher in mealworms who were also fed with

bran.

A biological approach to plastic
degradation, whether by the
insects themselves, the bacteria in
their guts, or by the enzymes that
they produces, could offer a path
to reducing the impact of plastic
accumulation.

Lesser mealworms chew through a sample of polystyrene3

However, the role of gut microbes in PS degradation and plastic bioremediation is not yet fully understood nor is it known whether these
mealworms could degrade denser plastics. This study does not analyse the excrement created by the mealworms, which may still
contribute to plastic pollution, particularly in the form of microplastics. Further research is required to assess this potential risk. There is
also room for research to discover whether other, similar organisms have the ability to degrade plastics.

Despite these limitations, in a controlled environment, lesser mealworms could still prove valuable in breaking down plastic and reducing
the volume of waste in landfills. This could be useful for the containment of plastics, minimising the risk of dispersion into the environment.
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