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Executive Summary

Smoking-related litter is the most common type of 
litter in Wales.  86% of streets in Wales suffer from 
smoking-related litter.  Keep Wales Tidy estimates 
that 85% of littered items are smoking-related, with 
most of this being cigarette ends.  The poorer any 
part of Wales is, the more affected it is likely to be 
by smoking-related litter; it is therefore a social jus-
tice issue as well as a health and litter issue.

Cigarette ends (the principal form of smoking-re-
lated litter) are non-biodegradable, harmful to the 
environment, cause health problems to children and 
animals that consume them, and millions are littered 
every day by smokers in Wales.

Keep Wales Tidy makes the following recommenda-
tions to improve this situation in Wales:

1.  Thought needs to be given to awareness-raising 
of smoking-related litter, particularly in the run-up 
to the ban on smoking in public places indoors.

2.  Local authorities in Wales should ensure that all 
new litter bins have a metal stubbing pad attached, 
to reduce smokers’ justification for not using them 
for cigarette end disposal.  

3.  Local authorities in Wales should use Litter 
Clearing Notices to reduce smoking-related litter on 
adopted land.

4.  The relevant legislative authority should modify 
Street Litter Control Notices to include non-retail 
and -commercial premises that are likely to be 
sources of smoking-related litter.

5.  Tobacco companies should take responsibility 
for the environmental impacts of their product.  A 
strong anti-littering message on packaging is the 
least that should be done.

6.  The relevant legislative authority should consider 
introducing a tax for products for smoking that have 
non-biodegradable waste.  

7.  The relevant legislative authority should consider 
a ban on smoking in cars containing children to 
denormalise the practice of littering cigarette ends 
from cars.  

8.  The relevant legislative authority should consider 
a ban on smoking in public places outdoors, to make 
non-smoking the default situation.  This would be 
the single biggest contribution to reducing smoking-
related litter that could be made. 
 
Cadwch Gymru’n Daclus/Keep Wales Tidy 
August 2006

“Whereas Tabacco... is now at this Day, through evell Custome and the Toleration thereof, excessivelie taken 
by a nomber of ryotous and disordered Persons of meane and base Condition... besides that also a great 
part of the Treasure of our Lande is spent and exhausted by this onely Drugge so licentiously abused by the 
meaner sorte, all which enormous Inconveniences ensuinge”

King James VI of Scotland and I of Ireland and England, 16041

“UK consumers spend more on tobacco [£15.3bn] than they do on alcoholic beverages (expenditure on 
which amounted to £12bn in 2003), health (£11.6bn) or education (£9.3bn)”

Research and Markets, 20042

  i



Contents

 Introduction

 Context

 The Problem

 Options for Improvement

 Conclusions

 References

 Annex 1: Snus

 Annex 2: Calculation of Smoking-Related Litter in Wales 

Reproduced with kind permission of BMJ Publishing Group Ltd.  

 ii

 1

 2

 3

 5

10

11

17

17



Introduction

“A custome lothsome to the eye, hatefull to the 
Nose, harmefull to the braine, dangerous to the 
Lungs, and in the blacke stinking fume thereof, 
neerest resembling the horrible Stigian smoke of 
the pit that is bottomlesse”     
King James VI of Scotland and I of Ireland and 
England3

Four hundred years later, James VI/I would prob-
ably add ‘litter’ to his list of grievances about smok-
ing.

Smoking-related litter includes cigarette packets and 
the foil and cellophane wrapping around them, ciga-
rette ends, cigarette lighters, matches and match-
boxes.  The biggest litter burden is from cigarette 
ends, specifically the cellulose acetate filters from 
filter-tipped cigarettes.  

In 1995, an estimated 5.535 trillion cigarettes were 
sold by the tobacco industry globally4.  Some of the 
wastes from tobacco products are properly depos-
ited, but the great majority of non-biodegradable 
cigarette ends are thrown on the ground5.  Com-
ments on ‘snus’, a smokeless tobacco used almost 
exclusively in Sweden, are made in Annex 1.

Smoking-related litter is the most commonly lit-
tered substance in Wales, with cigarette ends easily 
the single most common form of litter5.  Smokers, 
many of whom would not consider littering other 
objects, have often rationalised their illegal disposal 
of smoking-related litter.  

“Those who litter cigarette butts, in many cases, 
do not litter other items”
Keep America Beautiful6

Littering is a crime: in legal terms, dropping a 
cigarette end is no different from throwing away 
any other sort of litter.  The Clean Neighbourhoods 
and Environment Act 2005 clarifies the meaning of 
litter for the purposes of Part 4 of the Environmental 
Protection Act 1990, by specifically defining ‘ciga-
rettes, cigars and like products’ as litter.  Although 
these items were already considered to fall within 
the definition of litter, the intention of the 2005 Act 
is to provide clarity for practitioners.  In Wales, 
dropping any form of smoking-related litter can cost 
the perpetrator £75 in a Fixed Penalty Notice, or up 
to £2,500 on summary conviction. 

This paper explores some of the ways in which 
smoking-related litter could be minimised.  

Some of the ideas are predicated on the fact that a 
reduction in smokers will directly reduce the litter-
ing problem.  When fewer cigarettes are smoked, 
fewer cigarettes are available to be dropped on the 
ground5.  The only people who litter cigarette ends 
are smokers.  The 27% of Welsh adults who are 
former smokers7 no longer contribute to the smok-
ing-related litter problem.  Effective tobacco control 
reduces smoking-related littering at source, because 
it reduces the number of ‘sources’5 who have on av-
erage more than 5700 cigarette ends each to dispose 
of every year (Annex 2).  

“Reducing the prevalence of smoking would 
do more than any other strategy to reduce butt 
[cigarette end] pollution”      
Professor Simon Chapman, School of Public 
Health, University of Sydney5
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Prohibition on Smoking in Public Places 

Legislation to prohibit smoking in places of work is 
anticipated to be enacted in Wales at some point in 
2007.  In the longer term, with the expected reduc-
tion in the number of smokers in Wales, the litter 
burden will reduce.  However, there will probably 
be a short-term increase in littering of smoking-re-
lated litter, as more people may smoke and discard 
their waste outside public buildings.  Historically, 
employees have smoked indoors, where provision 
of cigarette bins is almost universal17; even as late 
as 2005, 24% of smoking employees were provided 
with a designated smoking area indoors17.  However, 
just 65% of those workers who smoke outdoors 
claim to have adequate provision of receptacles for 
smoking-related litter17.  

In order to combat the anticipated increase in litter-
ing, Keep Wales Tidy makes the following recom-
mendations:

• A large-scale advertising campaign should be insti-
gated to remind people that cigarette ends are litter.  
The campaign should start no less than one month 
before the ban, and should continue for at least as 
long after the start of the ban.

• All workplaces with employees who smoke should 
be encouraged to place suitable cigarette disposal 
facilities in outdoor locations likely to be frequented 
by smokers.  They should also commit to servicing 
these containers on a regular basis so the contents 
do not end up being disgorged in the surrounding 
environment.

• There is a strong case for changing the legislation 
in Wales so that Street Litter Control Notices can 
be applied to any place of work that is a source of 
a smoking-related litter nuisance, not just retail and 
commercial premises.  The appropriate legislative 
authority should consider amending the legislation.

Context

Current Trends

The proportion of smokers in Wales has dropped 
over recent years, from 29% of men and 27% of 
women in 1998, to 24% of men and 22% of women 
in 20048.  Fewer smokers gives rise to less smoking-
related litter5, so we would anticipate a reduction 
in this litter over time as the trend of reduction in 
numbers of people smoking continues9.  One cause 
for concern is that the decline of smoking in recent 
years has been heavily concentrated in older age 
groups.  Young people are still taking up smoking in 
similar numbers as they did in the past10, which sug-
gests that smoking-related litter will remain a major 
problem for many years to come.  

Smoking and Poverty

Smoking is strongly related to poverty and depri-
vation11.  On almost any indicator, poorer sections 
of society suffer from higher rates of smoking.  
In 2004, 20% of men in Britain who worked in 
managerial and professional occupations smoked, 
compared with 38% in routine and manual occu-
pations12.  Of the economically inactive men aged 
16-59 in this poorer socioeconomic classification, 
51% smoked12.  The daily cigarette consumption of 
poorer socio-economic groups is also greater than 
that of managerial and professional occupations13, 
they smoke cigarettes with higher tar content14, and 
they start smoking younger15.  Among the most 
deprived groups – including lone parents in receipt 
of state benefits – three out of four families smoke 
and spend a seventh of their disposable income on 
cigarettes16.  

Despite a reduction in the overall prevalence of 
tobacco smoking in the UK over the past 30 years, 
there has been a slower reduction in smoking rates 
among lower income groups, and little or no change 
over the past decade11.  Smoking has become in-
creasingly concentrated in this population9.  Because 
areas with fewer smokers will be subject to less 
smoking-related litter, it follows that the poorest 
parts of Wales will be those most likely to suffer the 
burden of high levels of smoking-related litter.
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The Problem

There are three principal problems with smoking-
related litter:
• Smoking-related litter is a repository of toxic 
chemicals, and it is harmful to both humans and 
wildlife.
• The most commonly littered items - filter-tipped 
cigarette ends - are not biodegradable, and persist 
for many years.
• Hundreds of millions of them are littered in Wales 
every year.

These problems make smoking-related litter the 
most ubiquitous form of litter in Wales*.

Harm to the Environment and People

A 1997 study of accidental ingestion of cigarettes 
and cigarette ends in Rhode Island, USA, con-
cluded that one-third of the 146 children in the study 
experienced illness, the most common symptom of 
which (for 87% of those affected) was vomiting18.  
Other symptoms included nausea and lethargy.  Pre-
vious reports have described severe toxicity among 
children who ingested cigarettes, cigarette butts, or 
snuff, including severe central nervous system de-
pression and respiratory distress19, cardiac arrhyth-
mia20, and convulsions21.  

“Cigarettes and cigarette butts may poison chil-
dren who ingest them”      
National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention 
and Health Promotion22

Throughout their life, cigarette filters leach out their 
toxic chemical contaminants.  The rate of leaching 
is likely to be greater when they are lying in damp 
soil, or when cigarette ends are carried via drainage 
systems, streams and rivers to the sea; nicotine and 
pyrene start to leach within one hour of exposure 
to the environment23.  A study of toxic compounds 
in smoked cigarettes determined that nicotine and 
ethylphenol were the main poisons for two aquatic 
species24.  Laboratory research indicates that the 
chemicals released into freshwater environments 
from cigarette ends are lethal to Daphnia water fleas 
- an important and common component of freshwa-
ter food webs25 - at concentrations of one cigarette 

filter per eight litres26.  The leachate from the rem-
nant tobacco portion of a cigarette end is deadlier at 
smaller concentrations than the chemicals that leach 
out of the used filter itself26.  Cigarette ends can be 
mistaken for food and ingested by marine animals 
-  they have been found in the digestive system of 
whales, dolphins, sea birds and turtles27 - and they 
can be deadly to marine life28.  

Smoking-related litter can ignite fires; many occur 
every year as a result of smokers discarding their 
spent cigarettes without ensuring that they are ex-
tinguished.  In 1985, 56 people were killed in a fire 
at Bradford City Football Club, and in 1987, King’s 
Cross Underground station fire claimed 31 lives.  
Both fires are thought to have been started by smok-
ing-related litter29, 30.  In 2003, 35% of the 395 fire-
related deaths in house fires in the UK were caused 
by the careless disposal of smoking materials31.    

Non-Biodegradability 

Cigarette filters are made of cellulose acetate, a 
plastic slow to degrade26 (although there is no 
concensus on the timescale).  More than 12,000 
individual cellulose acetate fibres are packed tightly 
together to create a filter32.  

Cigarette ends are not biodegradable.  Smokers who 
litter find it easy to believe that cigarette ends are 
biodegradable because it helps them to justify their 
behaviour.  The fact that they comprise almost a 
quarter of all littered items removed from the under-
water environment during clean-ups33 substantiates 
the idea that filters are extremely long-lived pollut-
ants.  

Vast Numbers are Littered

The International Costal Cleanup Day’s 2004 world-
wide beach, river and streams clean-up found ciga-
rette litter to be a major source of debris, accounting 
for 18.1% of all items found on land, and 23.7% of 
littered items retrieved from underwater33.  Cigarette 
ends have been top of the list of littered items every 
year since 1990, the year they were first allocated 
their own category26.  The Beachwatch 2004 sur-
vey34 revealed that 1.68% of littered items on the 
Welsh coastline were smoking-related, putting them 
in the top twenty items of litter found.  Across the 
UK coast, cigarette ends are the ninth most common 
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item of litter.  

“In San Diego County, Solana Beach banned 
smoking on the beach in late 2003.  On city 
beach cleanup days, 50% to 60% of the lit-
ter was butts... [since the ban] more kids and 
families are using the beaches, and tourism has 
increased.  Our beach is not an ashtray”      
Former Solana Beach Assistant City Manager 
Matt Rodriguez35

In New South Wales, Australia, cigarette ends 
comprise 39% of litter by weight36.  Keep Scotland 
Beautiful estimates that 122 tonnes of cigarette re-
lated rubbish are dropped every day across the UK37.  
Cigarette ends form 85% of smoking-related litter in 
the Republic of Ireland38.  In England, a 2004 study 
determined that 19,636 items of litter out of a total 
of 22,791 (86.1%) were smoking-related39.  19,310 
of these items were cigarette ends (84.7% of littered 
items).   

No study of the proportion of cigarette ends in litter 
has been conducted in Wales, but Keep Wales Tidy 
estimates that 85% of littered items are cigarette 
ends, in keeping with data from the Republic of 
Ireland and England.

Smoking-related litter is found on 86% of streets 
in Wales40.  When Keep Wales Tidy conducts street 
cleanliness surveys, the presence of cigarette ends 
frequently lowers the cleanliness rating of otherwise 
litter-free streets.  Often, these items will be con-
centrated at one or two houses on the road, and our 
surveyors can identify the location of a (littering) 
smoking resident or frequent visitor on an otherwise 
clean street.  A further problem with cigarette ends 
is that they are particularly prone to getting trapped 
in gaps in paving, tree grids, and gutters, and they 
are expensive and time-consuming to remove from 
these locations.

Furthermore, smoking-related litter begets more 
litter41.  It is commonly the first type of litter to be 
dropped, and while people are generally reluctant to 
drop litter in a pristine location, they are less likely 
to refrain where any litter – even a sole cigarette end 
– is present.  

Keep Wales Tidy estimates that the daily cigarette 
consumption in Wales is more than 12,700,000 (An-
nex 2).  In Osaka, Japan, a survey in 1993 indicated 
that 60% of walking smokers littered their cigarette 
butts and that tobacco butts made up 90% of road 
litter items42.  A similar survey in 1998 showed the 
number of walking smokers who litter their smoking 
waste had not decreased at all, despite a cigarette 
littering law and significant public educational cam-
paigns42.  In Australia, detailed observational studies 
have confirmed that 58% of smokers inappropriately 
dispose of cigarette ends outdoors23.  Coventry City 
Council found that 67% of smokers ‘use the ground 
as an ashtray’43.  

Although no equivalent surveys have been con-
ducted in Wales, in the light of the evidence from 
elsewhere, we consider a conservative estimate to 
be that 50% of Welsh smokers litter their cigarette 
ends, when they smoke in places without easy ac-
cess to proper disposal facilities.  Assuming that 
one third of cigarettes are smoked in locations 
without easy access to disposal facilities, more than 
2,117,000 cigarette ends are being littered every day 
in Wales, or 773 million each year.  Given that each 
cigarette filter weighs 0.17g26, 360kg of cigarette 
ends are being litered in Wales daily.  Each cigarette 
end has a volume of 10ml26;  7,734m3 of space is 
taken up by Wales’ annual littering of cigarette ends, 
enough to cover an entire rugby pitch to a depth of 
more than 75cm.  

It should be noted that the calculation above makes 
the conservative assumption that no smoker will 
litter when they smoke in places with easy access to 
proper disposal facilities.
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Options for Improvement

1.  Awareness-Raising

“Trying to persuade smokers to be more con-
siderate, and law enforcement of anti-littering 
provisions, are two important components of 
butt reduction efforts. But they are minor, band-
aid contributors to the problem at large”      
Professor Simon Chapman, School of Public 
Health, University of Sydney5

Many people apparently drop their smoking-related 
litter because there are no bins available at the time 
of disposal.  In order to reverse the normalisation of 
littering of smoking-related items, it is important to 
keep publicising the issue.  The following strands of 
information should be highlighted:

• When roadside litter-picking necessitates lane clo-
sures, information boards should be used to explain 
the reason for any delays being caused to people’s 
journeys.  This would raise awareness of the incon-
venience caused by littering.

• Littering cigarette ends and other smoking-related 
items is a criminal offence, punishable by a Fixed 
Penalty Notice (fine) of £75, or up to £2,500 in court.

• It is an offence to throw smoking-related litter out of 
vehicles.  You can be traced via the DVLA and fined 
for doing this.

• Cigarette ends are not biodegradable, and they are 
harmful in the environment.

• Drains are not disposal facilities.  Items littered in 
drains end up polluting the waterways, and eventu-
ally the coast and sea.

• Cigarettes should be extinguished before being 
disposed of, but this does not excuse treading them 
underfoot and leaving them there.

• Take personal responsibility for your own ciga-
rette litter and encourage others to do the same.  If 
you smoke, use ashtrays or litter bins outside build-
ings and in parks and beaches.  This will reduce the 
amount of butts that end up on the ground, and, ulti-
mately, in our water.

Examples of awareness campaigns are given in Box 1.
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Box 1 - Awareness-Raising Campaigns

Campaigns have used a mixture of 
humour and satire to raise awareness 
of the problem of smoking-related 
litter.  

The City of Port Philip, Melbourne, 
distributed the postcard opposite.  

In Colchester, people spotted putting 
cigarette litter in a bin were entered 
into a monthly prize draw, with a 
random winner being awarded £75 
- paid for by receipts from Fixed 
Penalty Notices44.

The community of Douglasville, USA, produced a video to drive home the message.  Click on this link* 
to view it.

This article† in the Age newspaper gives an insight into enforcement activities in Melbourne.

*http://www.cigarettelitter.org/video/kdbpsa.wmv
†http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2003/07/17/1058035130135.html

http://www.cigarettelitter.org/video/kdbpsa.wmv
http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2003/07/17/1058035130135.html


2.  Provision of More, and More Appropriate, Bins

Many smokers cite the necessity to tread on ciga-
rette ends, to reduce the fire risk, as the reason for 
their littering45.  The possibility of fire, together 
with the smell and mess of discarded cigarette ends, 
means that smokers are reluctant to carry them 
around.  Local authorities throughout Wales should 
ensure that all new litter bins carry a distinctive 
metal stubbing pad, so that smokers will be more 
inclined to stub their used cigarettes on the bin and 
dispose of them properly, rather than treading them 
underfoot.  Smokers by and large approve of sepa-
rate cigarette bins attached to general litter bins45, 
and this is a further option that should be considered 
when local authorities renew their litter bins.  

3.  Local Authorities to use Litter Clearing Notices

Litter Clearing Notices were introduced by the 
Clean Neighbourhoods and Environment Act 2005, 
and will be enacted in Wales in March 200746.  They 
empower local authorities to require individuals 
and businesses to remove litter from land not un-
der the management of a Statutory Undertaker.  In 
practice, this means that if smokers congregating at 
the entrance to a building are generating litter that 
becomes a nuisance on the neighbouring highway, 
local authorities can require the business to clean up 
the mess, and ensure that steps are taken to pre-
vent its recurrence.  Failure to comply with a Litter 
Clearing Notice may result in summary proceed-
ings.  The assistance of the public in drawing atten-
tion to examples of poorly-managed smokers’ areas 
would be welcome in the campaign against smok-
ing-related litter.

Licensing procedures for venues selling alcoholic 
drinks could also be adapted to include mandatory 
provision of bins appropriate for smoking-related 
litter.

4.  Legislative Authority to Modify Street Litter Con-
trol Notices

At present, Street Litter Control Notices may only 
be issued in respect of commercial or retail premis-
es, specifically, for those that sell food, drink, or 
motor vehicle fuel, financial institutions that have 
cash machines, and those premises that are used as 
entertainment and sporting venues.  They require 

the land within 100m (10m for financial institutions) 
of those premises to be kept clear of litter.  With 
the advent of the ban on smoking in workplaces, 
other premises, such as office buildings and railway 
stations, will likely become sources of smoking-re-
lated litter on adopted land.  A modification of Street 
Litter Control Notices to include any premises that 
generate nuisance from smoking-related litter would 
be of great benefit to local authorities in their efforts 
to keep the streets of Wales clean.

5.  The Contribution of Tobacco Companies

“Our best course of action may be maintaining a 
low profile while working to exempt cigarettes 
from coverage of pending litter control legisla-
tion...  Can we support measures which would 
fine smokers for failing to discard an empty pack 
of cigarettes in an official receptacle [littering]?.. 
Recommendation... the concept of courtesy 
should be limited to the smoking of – rather than 
the disposal of – tobacco products”      
Memo from the Tobacco Institute47 (umbrella 
trade association for the US tobacco industry)

As far as Keep Wales Tidy has been able to ascer-
tain, the contribution of manufacturers of smoking-
related paraphernalia to litter reduction efforts in 
Wales is nil, other than Imperial Tobacco’s commit-
ment to “introduce the tidyman logo whenever pack 
designs change, in an effort to remind consumers to 
prevent litter”48.  

“Our products have an adverse impact on the 
environment when consumers dispose of product 
and packaging materials improperly”      
Imperial Tobacco48

The cost of smoking-related litter is borne by all 
taxpayers in Wales, who pay for street-cleaning 
services through their council tax.  Since smoking-
related litter is found on 86% of all streets in Wales, 
and because it promotes the disposal of other forms 
of litter, these costs are likely to form a notable pro-
portion of Wales’ annual £37 million street clean-
ing bill.  Keep Wales Tidy believes that the tobacco 
industry should be held accountable for the envi-
ronmental education and clean-up costs related to 
smoking.  The suggestions below of applying a tax 
or deposit system to smoking paraphernalia would 
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partly offset the smoking-related litter costs faced 
by local authorities.

“Litter from cigarettes is a significant contribu-
tor to litter in our environment today.  Cigarette 
litter is unsightly and can pose a danger to wild-
life”      
Philip Morris USA49

Tobacco companies should print litter awareness 
messages on packaging, including information about 
the non-biodegradable nature of cigarette filters.  A 
simple message such as “cigarette filters are not bio-
degradable – put them in a bin” could be of substan-
tial benefit in cutting smoking-related litter.  

In the light of our interpretation that littering behav-
iour is related to the proximity of appropriate dis-
posal methods, portable ashtrays should be available 
and prominently displayed at every point of sale 
of tobacco products.  This should be a condition 
of sale of tobacco products. Keep Wales Tidy is of 
the opinion that portable ashtrays should be partly 
subsidised by the tobacco industry, in line with the 
‘polluter pays’ principle.

6.  Tax on Products for Smoking that have Non-Bio-
degradable Filters

The biggest problem with cigarette ends is that they 
do not biodegrade.  Thus, they will last for dec-
ades in the soil or in watercourses, leaching out the 
thousands of toxic chemicals within.  A tax of 5p 
per non-biodegradable cigarette end would provide 
a more acute focus for cigarette manufacturers to 
improve the environmental performance of their 
product.  Public opinion is largely in favour of 
increased taxation on tobacco, according to various 
opinion polls50.  

A pollution tax based on degradability of cigarette 
ends, with a specific environmental aim, would be 
likely to have a triple beneficial effect:
1.  It would bring more pressure to bear on manu-
facturers to improve the environmental performance 
of the waste product.
2.  It would raise awareness among consumers of 
the environmental problems associated with smok-
ing.

3.  It would provide funds for improving the cleanli-
ness of streets in Wales.  Specifically, funds could be 
allocated to:
• Increasing both the number of dedicated cigarette 
bins, and the frequency of their emptying
• Recruiting extra enforcement officers to issue 
Fixed Penalty Notices to those dropping litter
• Advertising campaigns to remind people of their 
responsibility to dispose of smoking-related litter 
appropriately
• Funding cessation and education programmes to 
reduce both the uptake and proportion of smokers in 
the population.  This would reduce smoking-related 
litter because there would be fewer items of waste 
available for littering5.

It should be noted that the price of tobacco is one of 
the most important factors affecting tobacco con-
sumption.  Increasing the price of cigarettes reduces 
consumption51 because people respond to the price 
signal by giving up, cutting down or never starting52.  
Thus, there would be a bigger reduction in smoking-
related litter than would be expected by the direct 
results of taxes, because cigarette consumption 
would decrease.  The other benefit is that reduc-
tions in smoking boost wealth, especially among the 
poor53.  

An alternative to a tax on those products with non-
biodegradable filters would be to develop a deposit 
system for cigarette ends.  Each cigarette with a 
non-biodegradable filter would have a deposit of, 
say, 5p chargeable to it.  A dedicated symbol or 
barcode on each cigarette would indicate to the 
redemption facility that the cigarette bears a deposit, 
and the value of the deposit would be returned in 
full to the person redeeming the cigarette end.  In 
order to discourage children from collecting ciga-
rette ends, which are repositories of carcinogenic 
chemicals, cigarette ends would only be redeemable 
by people of legal smoking age.  Monies raised from 
unredeemed deposits could be spent in the same 
manner as would tax revenue, as illustrated above.  
A proposal to mandate deposits on cigarette ends 
was introduced in the state legislature of Maine, 
USA (Box 2).  

This deposit system involves considerably more 
bureaucracy than the environmental tax option, and 
is therefore a less desirable alternative.
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7.  Ban on Smoking in Cars Containing Children

The idea of banning smoking in cars has been ad-
vocated since as far back as 1994 in Australia58, and 
in 1995 the Australian National Health and Medi-
cal Research Council recommended such a ban59.  
A ban on smoking in motor vehicles containing a 
child younger than six has been enacted in Arkan-
sas60, while it is an offence in Louisiana for anyone 
to smoke in a motor vehicle where a child under the 
age of 13 is an occupant61.  

The principal reason for initiating such a ban would 
be to denormalise the inappropriate disposal of 
smoking-related litter from vehicles.  As new cars 
have a default of being sold without ashtrays62, the 
disposal of cigarette ends out of car windows ap-
pears now to be a ‘normal’ disposal method.  Indeed, 
research indicates that most people who smoke in 
cars dispose of cigarette ends out of the window45.  
By disallowing smoking in cars with children under 
18 years of age, impressionable young people will 
not come to see the discard of smoking-related litter 
from vehicles as acceptable.  There is strong support 
for banning smoking in vehicles in Western Australia 
when children under 18 are present: 83% of people 
polled supported such a ban63.  In Wales, 82% of 
people support such a ban64.

There would also be health benefits from introduc-
ing a ban on smoking in cars containing children.  
A recent study of children whose parents smoke 
found deficits in reading and reasoning skills among 
children even at low levels of smoke exposure65.  
Smoking in vehicles has also been associated with 
increased risk of injury and death as a result of the 
distraction associated with smoking66,67,68.  Finally, 
such a ban would reduce the number of occasions on 
which pedestrians and cyclists are hit by a jettisoned 
cigarette end.

8.  Ban on Smoking in Public Places Outdoors 

The most effective way to minimise smoking-re-
lated litter, other than a complete ban, would be 
to implement a ban in all public places outdoors.  
Currently, cleaning up of smoking-related litter is 
paid for by all households in Wales via council tax.  
Thus, all the taxpayers of Wales are paying to clean 
up the 85% of littered items that most people will 
never have used or dropped.  In fact, the full societal 
costs of smoking-related litter in Wales are not cap-
tured, because most littered items are never picked 
up, and many of these will end up in watercourses 
where the environmental problem is externalised to 
our rivers and seas.

Communities have chosen to ban smoking outdoors 
for many reasons including for decreasing fire risk, 
for health benefits, to control litter, and to protect 
residents from nuisances69.  

“The bans [on smoking on beaches] are... an 
idea whose time has come... the truth is these are 
reasonable laws, intended in this case to prevent 
litter and protect non-smokers”      
Anti-smoking activist Patrick Reynolds, grand-
son of tobacco company founder RJ Reynolds70

Smoking-related litter can pose a significant litter 
burden, especially at recreational facilities such as 
beaches and parks69.  Bans on smoking in parks and 
on beaches have become increasingly common in 
the USA, and Australia has also introduced smoking 
bans on beaches.  A bill to ban smoking on all 64 
state-run beaches in California failed by two votes 
in the state Senate in 200471.  So far Bournemouth 
Seafront is the only UK beach subject to a smoking 
ban72.  
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Box 2 - Proposed Cigarette Deposits in Maine

The proposed law LD258 required the establishment of a system of deposit and redemption for used 
and discarded cigarette ends, referred to as ‘returnable tobacco products’54.  It was proposed that every 
cigarette sold in Maine would have the word ‘Maine’ or the abbreviation ‘ME’ embossed, stamped or 
labelled upon it, with the package displaying the total refund value of the contents54.  Each pack would 
come equipped with a plastic bag, which would be used to accommodate cigarette ends55.  Redemption 
workers would then count the number of butts in each bag and deliver the change.  The Bill was not 
passed, but sponsoring Representative Joe Brooks succeeded in raising awareness about the litter that 
smokers leave behind them56.  “…even if it doesn’t pass right now in this session of the Legislature, it’s 
getting people talking about litter, the environment and the health hazards of smoking”57.



In 2005, a law was passed in Washington State 
that prohibits the smoking of tobacco within 8m of 
doors, windows, and vents in buildings73.  Opin-
ion polls elsewhere in the USA have demonstrated 
strong support for bans on smoking outdoors74, and 
a Keep Wales Tidy survey indicated support by 71% 
of the population for a ban on smoking outdoors64.  

The City of Calabasas in the USA became the first 
jurisdiction to ban smoking in all public outdoor 
places in 2006.  Smokers are permitted to smoke in 
outdoor “smoker outposts” which businesses can 
establish in areas like car parks, and also in outdoor 
areas where there are no non-smokers75.

Signs for Designated Smoke-Free and Smoking 
Areas in Calabasas

“Calabasas says from now on, smoking out-
doors, as well as indoors, is not the norm. The 
norm is no smoking”      
John F Banzhaf III, Professor of Public Interest 
Law at George Washington University76

Most governments already restrict many activities 
that can provide satisfaction to their practitioners 
but which are an annoyance to those around them, 
such as playing loud music, setting off fireworks, or 
public nudity.  Since these activities are restricted 
even though they cause limited or no risk to health, 
there is no moral justification for smoking to be al-
lowed.  

There would also be some health benefits from 
introducing a ban on smoking in public places 
outdoors, since there is no safe minimum intake of 
the 4000 chemicals and 60 carcinogens77 present in 
tobacco smoke78.  There is no safe lower level below 
which Environmental Tobacco Smoke does not 
potentially cause lung cancer in nonsmokers78; the 
evidence that exposure to other people’s smoke is 
dangerous to health is now incontrovertible78, and is 
documented here*.  

The Environmental Protection Agency in the USA 
has classified secondhand smoke as a Group A Car-
cinogen79, the most dangerous class of carcinogen, 
and in January 2006 the California Air Resources 
Board declared second-hand smoke a toxic air 
contaminant that can lead to respiratory infections, 
asthma, lung cancer, heart disease and death80, 
opening the door to a state-wide outdoor ban in the 
future81.  

Although a ban on smoking outdoors might seem 
like a radical legislative option, it should be recog-
nised that the movement towards greater protection 
for the environment and non-smokers is increasing 
in both extent and popularity, and a ban on smok-
ing outdoors is a natural extension of current trends.  
Keep Wales Tidy does not consider that such a ban 
would become a template for banning other lit-
ter-generating items in public places: the scale of 
this particular problem (85% of littered items) is 
so enormous that a unique solution such as a ban 
should be considered by the relevant authorities.  
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“There are three no smoking beach sections... 
[which] were introduced in an effort to discour-
age smokers from depositing cigarette butts on 
the sand in these areas.  Cigarette litter is a major 
problem on the seafront... the no smoking beach 
is not actively policed by our staff, but does seem 
to be observed by the majority of beach users.  
To put it in context, if there was a problem, we 
would most certainly hear about it, with over 4.2 
million visitors to our beaches every year”      
Andrew Emery, Bournemouth Borough Council72

*http://www.ash.org/etsreports.html

http://www.ash.org/etsreports.html


Conclusions

In order to reduce the amount of smoking-related 
litter in Wales, Keep Wales Tidy makes the following 
recommendations:

1.  Thought needs to be given to awareness-raising 
regarding smoking-related litter, particularly in the 
run-up to the ban on smoking in public places in-
doors.

2.  Local authorities in Wales should ensure that all 
new litter bins have a metal stubbing pad attached, 
to reduce smokers’ justification for not using them 
for cigarette end disposal.  They should also consider 
retro-fitting current bins.  Smokers approve of sepa-
rate cigarette litter sections attached to regular bins, 
and these should be considered as an alternative.

3.  Local authorities in Wales should prepare for the 
advent of Litter Clearing Notices, and should use 
them where appropriate.  The help of members of 
the public in alerting local authorities to locations of 
smoking-related litter would be greatly welcomed.

4.  The relevant legislative authority should modify 
Street Litter Control Notices to include non-retail 
and -commercial premises that are likely to generate 
litter, particularly any buildings where employees 

smoke outside the building and on adopted land.

5.  Tobacco companies should take responsibility for 
the environmental impacts of their product.  Three-
quarters of the population in Wales never uses their 
products, yet we all pay to clean up the resultant 
litter.  A strong anti-littering message on packaging 
is the least that should be done.

6.  A tax should be considered on products for 
smoking that have non-biodegradable waste.  A tax 
of 5p per cigarette would have the triple benefit of 
increasing the pressure on manufacturers to examine 
biodegradable alternatives, raising awareness among 
consumers of environmental problems of smoking, 
and providing funds to improve the cleanliness of 
the environment in Wales.  

7.  The relevant legislative authority should consider 
a ban on smoking in cars containing children.  Such 
a ban would denormalise the littering of cigarette 
ends from cars containing children.

8.  The relevant legislative authority should consider 
a ban on smoking in public places outdoors, to make 
non-smoking the normal situation.  This would be 
the single biggest contribution to reducing smoking-
related litter that could be made.  Precedents for this 
state of affairs are being set in the USA.
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Australian anti-litter advertisement promoted in 1996 by the New South Wales 
government, the Sydney Water Board, and the Clean Waterways organisation
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Annex 1 - Snus

Sweden is the only country in the developed world 
where a method other than smoking is used by large 
numbers of people as a means of nicotine consump-
tion.  Snus consists of loose tobacco leaves, ground 
into a powder, with salt and water added.  It is 
either packaged in small bags (made from the same 
material as teabags), or bundled by the user into a 
wad; both are placed under the upper lip.  It is used 
almost exclusively by men in Sweden.  Consump-
tion of snus per capita in Sweden is now slightly 
more than the per capita consumption of all other 
tobacco products, at 796g per year82.  In litter terms, 
the use of snus in Wales would be preferable to 
smoking with filter-tipped cigarettes, because the 
product is biodegradable; only the bulk packaging is 
non-biodegradable.  Health benefits would also arise 
from substitution of smoking with the use of snus, 
since Swedish men run a comparatively low risk 
of dying from tobacco-related disease82 (although 
they face increased risk of mouth- and throat-related 
cancers).  In addition, snus has been found to be as-
sociated with smoking cessation but not initiation83.  
The high prevalence of snus use in Sweden reduces 
smoking rates among Swedish men, and suppresses 
smoking among boys as well84.  Use of snus in 
Sweden is associated with a reduced risk of becom-
ing a daily smoker and an increased likelihood of 
stopping smoking85.  The sale of snus is currently 
banned throughout the European Union, with the ex-
ception of Sweden, so snus is currently unavailable 
in the UK.  The oral tobacco that can be found in 
the UK is highly variable in quality, with a 130-fold 
variation in carcinogens among different brands86.  

In practical terms, Keep Wales Tidy need not pub-
licise the lower litter or health risks associated 
with the use of snus, because snus is unavailable in 
Wales, it is still a litter-generating product, and its 
use, while preferable to smoking, would be less ben-
eficial in litter terms than an equivalent reduction in 
smoking.
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Annex 2 - Calculation of Smoking-Related Litter 
in Wales

The daily consumption of cigarettes in Wales is 
calculated as follows:

6.5% of people in Wales smoke less than 10 ciga-
rettes per day (average of 5)
12.5% of people in Wales smoke between 10 and 20 
cigarettes per day (average of 15)
8.5% of people in Wales smoke more than 10 ciga-
rettes per day (average of 25)
(all data from National Statistics87)

The population of Wales in mid 2003 was 
2,938,00088  
6.5/100 x 2,938,000 x 5 = 954,850
12.5/100 x 2,938,000 x 15 = 5,508,750
8.5/100 x 2,938,000 x 25 =  6,243,250

Total daily consumption in Wales = 12,706,850 
cigarettes.

Number of smokers in Wales  = 0.275 x 2,938,000
    = 807,950

Average number of cigarettes smoked per smoker  
= 12,706,350/807,950
       
= 15.7 per day

Average number of cigarettes smoked per year  
= 5744


