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Plastic in teabags, in summary: Many conventional teabags do contain plastic, plastic
mesh bags demonstrably shed microplastics, what that means for the body long term is
uncertain rather than proven either way, the environmental waste case is solid, and the fix,
loose leaf or bags labelled plastic free, is easy.

The issue of plastic in teabags swings between alarmism and dismissal, and the most useful fact sits in
between: many conventional teabags do contain plastic, some bags do shed microplastics into the brew, the
long term effect on the body is uncertain rather than proven harmful or proven safe, and the practical fixes
are easy. That measured version is more useful than either panic or denial.

Last reviewed by the teas.co.uk team in February 2026.

Which teabags contain plastic, and where

Three kinds of plastic show up in conventional teabags, which is why "teabag" is not one thing. The heat-
seal: traditional flat paper bags are paper plus a thin layer of plastic, usually polypropylene, around the rim
where the two halves are fused, around a quarter of the bag's weight, so the bag cannot fall apart in the cup.
The mesh: pyramid "silken" bags use a fine mesh that is most often nylon, or in newer ranges PLA
bioplastic, and are typically close to 100 percent plastic with no paper at all, giving a transparent look and a
little more room for whole leaf. The string and tag are minor contributors, usually cotton or polyester thread
and a paper tag, though some bags use a staple or no string. The real consumer problem is not that all bags
are plastic, but that the packet rarely makes it obvious which are.

What the microplastics evidence actually shows

The careful summary. The headline 2019 study (Hernandez and colleagues at McGill University) tested
nylon pyramid bags, steeped empty at 95C, and counted released particles under electron microscopy,
concluding roughly 11.6 billion microplastic and 3.1 billion nanoplastic particles per cup. That release is real
and measured, but the study has been challenged: an empty-bag test does not reflect normal use, most
particle release happened during the first rapid dunking, the leaves inside a real bag may trap some
particles, and some counted particles may be cellulose fibres misidentified as plastic. What is established is
that nylon mesh bags release more microplastic than paper bags; what is not established is the dose at the
cup or the health consequence at real-world exposures, which the science on ingested microplastics



generally is still working out. UK and EU food-safety regulators have not classified teabag microplastics as a
significant health risk on current evidence. Our position is "a real, measured exposure of uncertain
significance", with the cautious route, paper or loose leaf, open to anyone who wants it. This is general
information, not medical advice.

The environmental side

Separate from health, the environmental point is clearer and stands on its own. A paper teabag with a
polypropylene seal does not fully break down: the paper composts and the plastic layer survives as flakes,
and council green-waste streams and home compost piles have been found contaminated with teabag
residue. PLA bioplastic bags are industrially compostable but not home-compostable in practice, since they
need sustained high temperatures over weeks that a home pile never reaches, so calling them
"compostable” is technically true but practically misleading for home composters. Loose leaf with no bag
avoids the problem entirely: spent leaves go to compost or food waste with no plastic component to worry
about.

The plastic-free shift

Between roughly 2018 and 2022, following consumer petitions, most major UK tea brands announced or
completed plastic-free transitions, generally switching the seal layer from polypropylene to PLA bioplastic. It
is worth being precise about what that claim means: "plastic-free" here usually means no polypropylene
seal, not no polymer of any kind, because PLA is itself a polymer, just one derived from corn or sugarcane
and industrially compostable. So the shift is a real and meaningful cut in plastic that does not biodegrade,
and the direction of travel is positive, but it is not "zero plastic” in the chemical sense, and the packaging
language repays a careful read rather than a glance.

The easy fixes

The reassuring part is that the fixes are simple and need no worry. Loose leaf tea in a metal or ceramic
infuser avoids bag plastic entirely and is the cleanest answer by every measure, taste, exposure and
environmental footprint; a stainless-steel infuser costs only a few pounds and lasts for years, and a teapot
with a built-in basket does the same job. If you want to keep the convenience of bags, choose a brand that
has fully transitioned and check the packaging for an explicit "plastic-free seal" claim, and avoid pyramid
bags if microplastics worry you, since the extra brewing room does not offset the greater plastic surface
area. On taste, some sensitive drinkers report a faint "plasticky” note from new pyramid bags steeped a long
time; most people never notice, and paper bags and clean infusers are the most neutral.

Reading a plastic-in-tea claim

A few habits keep the labels accurate. "Biodegradable" and "compostable" are not the same thing, and a
compostable claim should say whether it means home or industrial composting. "Plastic-free" usually means
"no polypropylene seal" rather than "no polymer of any kind", so read it as a meaningful reduction, not a
zero. And by every metric, cup taste, microplastic exposure, environmental footprint and leaf quality, loose
leaf is the cleanest route; the convenience of the teabag simply has a small price. Stated proportionately,
this is a real issue worth a small, sensible change, not a reason for alarm and not something to dismiss.



Plastic in teabags at a glance

Question
Do teabags contain plastic?

Which teabags are most
plastic?

Which are least plastic?

How much microplastic
reaches the cup?

Is PLA "biodegradable"?

Have UK brands gone
plastic-free?

Is loose leaf the solution?

Answer
Most still do, in the heat-seal layer that closes the bag. The quantity is small
but real.
Pyramid mesh "silken" bags, often pure nylon or PLA bioplastic, with little or
no paper.
Paper bags with a sewn string and no seal, and "plastic-free" branded paper
bags using cellulose or PLA seals.
A controversial 2019 study estimated billions of particles per cup from nylon
pyramids; the methodology is disputed and the real-world dose is unclear.
Industrially compostable in controlled conditions; not home-compostable, and
not biodegradable in landfill or seawater.
Most major brands committed to or completed a switch to PLA seals between
2018 and 2022.
Yes; loose leaf in a metal or ceramic infuser means no bag, no seal and no
bag-derived microplastic.

The cleanest path is loose leaf tea in an infuser, or a plastic-free bag if you want the convenience. Browse
both in the full tea shop, where loose leaf and plastic free bags ship free in the UK over £35.
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