Community Impact Statement - Smoking-related Litter
Background
•
•
•

•

Littering is an offence under Section 87 of the Environmental Protection Act 1990.1
Under Section 27 of the Clean Neighbourhoods and Environment Act 2005, litter is defined to
include products designed for smoking.2
Smoking-related litter includes all items associated with smoking, including packets, pouches,
matches, match boxes and lighters, along with items associated with e-cigarettes such as liquid
bottles and box packaging. However, since it comprises predominantly of cigarette ends, this
will be the focus of this statement.
The Environmental Protection Act 1990 imposes a duty on local authorities and other
landowners to keep land for which they are responsible, clear of litter and refuse; and on local
authorities and the Welsh Government to keep public highways for which they are responsible,
clean.3

Scale and cost of the problem
•

•

•

1

It is estimated that 122 tonnes of smoking-related litter is dropped in the UK every day4 and
that 244 million cigarette ends are littered in the UK every year (equivalent to the weight of 13
double-decker buses)5.
Cigarette ends are the most common type of item littered by both the Welsh public (25%) and
specifically by Welsh litterers (50%). The figures admitting to dropping cigarette packaging are
9% of the Welsh public and 10% of Welsh litterers.6
By count, cigarette ends account for 66.3% of litter in England, while other smoking-related
litter accounts for 12.4% of litter by volume.7
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Smoking-related litter has been the most common type of litter present on the streets of Wales
since Keep Wales Tidy began undertaking street cleanliness surveys across Wales on 2007-08.
It was present on an average of 79.6% of streets across Wales in 2018-19.8
Smoking-related litter is also a problem on our beaches. In 2019, cigarette ends were the second
most common type of litter found on our beaches during the Marine Conservation Society’s
Great British Beach Clean, at 42.6 stubs per 100m.9
The small size of cigarette ends makes them time consuming and costly to clean.10 Smokingrelated litter is particularly problematic when it gets caught in between paving stones or
trapped in tree grates as this makes them difficult or impossible to remove by using normal
cleaning techniques.
It is estimated that cleaning up smoking-related litter in Wales costs £18.7 million per year (2012
figure).11

Impacts on the local community
• A 2010 survey to the Welsh public found that:12
- The people of Wales believe that smoking-related litter is a problem in Wales. People think
that smoking-related litter has a negative impact on the areas in which it occurs. Cigarette
ends were mentioned by 60% of people (the fourth highest) while its packaging was
mentioned by 50% of people.
- Welsh people also see this type of litter regularly, with cigarette ends seen by 54% of people
(the most common item mentioned in the research) and its packaging mentioned by 32% of
people.
- Cigarette ends are one of only three items identified by the research as being high in both
impact and extent.
• Smoking-related litter is a blight to our communities. Litter (including smoking-related litter)
sends a signal that nobody cares. It therefore tends to attract more litter and can even lead to
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more serious crime as illustrated by the ‘Broken Windows Theory’.13 This is supported by the fact
that 14% of Welsh litterers agree with the statement ‘If an area is run down I don’t see a problem
dropping litter’.14

Wider impacts
• Cigarette ends are not biodegradable. They are made of cellulose acetate, and each filter contains
more than 12,000 of these individual plastic fibres.15 Not only does this mean that cigarette ends
can remain in the environment for up to 15 years,16 but that they also turn into microplastic
pollution17.
• Tobacco products - including cigarette ends - contain carcinogens, nicotine and toxins.18 These
leach into the environment within an hour of exposure19 and can remain in water for up to ten
years20.
• Not only has it been found that ‘…one cigarette butt soaked in a litre of water for 96 hours leaches
out enough toxins to kill half of the fresh or salt water fish exposed to them’, but it has also been
suggested that the sheer amount of cigarette ends littered annually could leach out toxins which
could have an impact on human health.21
• Cigarette ends are often dropped onto our beaches and directly down drains. Even cigarette ends
dropped on the street are often transported by wind or water to our drains and from here they
are carried by rivers to the coast.
• Cigarette ends have been found in the guts of whales, dolphins, turtles and sea birds who have
mistaken them for food, which can have the following impacts:22
- Leaching of toxic chemicals
- Inflammation of the digestive system
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- Blocking the gut - which can result in death
• Cigarettes can also be ingested by children. Research into accidental ingestion of cigarettes and
cigarette ends in the USA in 1997 found that a third of the 146 infants in the study experienced
illness, with vomiting the most common symptom (reported by 87% of those effected). 23
• If not properly extinguished, cigarette ends can cause fires. In 1985, 56 people were killed and
more than 250 injured by a fire at Bradford City Football Club, and in 1987 a fire at King’s Cross
Underground Station claimed 31 lives - both disasters are thought to have been started by
smoking-related litter.24,25 In 2011, the UK Government announced that ‘…careless disposal of
cigarettes is the single biggest killer in house fires’.26
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