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 Anthropogenic plastic pollution threatens both human and ecosystem health. Plastic waste can be directly consumed by wildlife or broken down into microplastics (MPs, < 5mm) that pollute the water, air, and soil. Microplastics are emerging as a threat to several biomes, with marine ecosystems being the most thoroughly studied to date. Less is known about the prevalence and environmental impact of MPs on the terrestrial environment. Previous lab studies have observed MP distribution and accumulation in mammalian liver, kidney, and gastrointestinal (GI) tract samples. The prevalence of MPs is becoming increasingly recognized as a threat to public health and environmental conservation. The purpose of this study seeks to determine if the feeding behavior of the mammals influences the number of MPs existing in the GI tract, using feces as a representative subset for the GITs of living squirrels. We hypothesize that all specimens sampled will contain MPs and that urban-dwelling squirrels will contain a greater number of MPs than rural squirrels. We also hypothesize that there will not be a significant difference between the number of MPs in gray squirrels versus red squirrels. 
Specimens were obtained as salvages or incidental mortalities. All GI tract organs were collected and frozen until the time of tissue digestion. Existing feces was collected from the bodies and the rectum of salvaged squirrels, and collected from living squirrels. Feces was frozen until the time of digestion. Each sample was chemically digested using a 10% KOH solution. Samples were vacuum filtered and examined using a dissection microscope. For standardization, we will calculate the number of MPs per gram (g-1) organ mass, or feces mass. We will be presenting preliminary results.  


