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No more butts
Reducing plastic pollution means banning the sale of filtered cigarettes

May C I van Schalkwyk research fellow 1, Thomas E Novotny professor emeritus, public health 1 2,
Martin McKee professor of European public health 1

1Faculty of Public Health and Policy, London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, London, UK; 2San Diego State University School of Public
Health, CA, USA

Growing awareness of the harm done to ecosystems through
disposal of vast quantities of plastic has created public outrage
and compelled governments to act.1 The European Union, for
example, will ban many single-use plastic products, such as
cutlery, plates, and straws, from 2021.2 However, these measures
do not extend to one of the leading sources of plastic waste
worldwide that is hiding in plain sight: the cigarette butt.
The largest part of most cigarette butts is a non-biodegradable
plastic filter made of cellulose acetate.3 Filters first appeared in
the 1950s following early health concerns about cigarettes, and
their rapid adoption was helped by the post-war explosion in
manufacturing of plastics.4 The tobacco industry portrayed filters
as a way to make cigarettes safer by absorbing some of the “tar”
that was implicated in the lung cancer epidemic. We now know
that this safety argument was a myth (box 1), one of many
created by the tobacco industry to sell cigarettes.6

Box 1: Filtering the truth
• “Filters are the deadliest fraud in the history of human civilization. They are
put on cigarettes to save on the cost of tobacco and to fool people. They don’t
filter at all. In the US, 400 000 people a year die from cigarettes—and those
cigarettes almost all have filters.”5

• Chemist Claude Teague, a filter researcher working for R J Reynolds,
discovered that alteration of the pH in cellulose acetate based filters produced
discolorations within the filter during use. He wrote:
“The cigarette smoking public attaches great significance to visual examination
of the filter material in filter tip cigarettes after smoking the cigarettes. A before
and after smoking visual comparison is usually made and if the filter tip
material, after smoking, is darkened, the tip is automatically judged to be
effective. While the use of such colour change material would probably have
little or no effect on the actual efficiency of the filter tip material, the advertising
and sales advantages are obvious.”4

Filters did reduce tar when cigarettes were tested in smoking
machines designed by the industry but not when smoked by
humans. The industry soon realised this4 and subtly shifted the
focus of its work from trying to find a filter that would reduce
toxins to how to use filters to support the industry’s marketing
narrative, using misleading terms such as “light,” “low tar,” and
“natural.” These terms are now prohibited in many countries,
so it seems logical to take the next step in tackling their
messaging: a ban on the filters we now know to be ineffective.

Marketing tool
The tobacco industry has worked hard to avoid anything that
casts cigarettes in a bad light, including distracting attention
from the pollution caused by butts. This includes creating
downstream anti-litter campaigns in which it could control the
messaging.7 Even though the cellulose acetate filter is the single
most commonly collected item of litter globally,8 the industry
has largely succeeded in avoiding the public outrage expressed
towards plastic waste produced by, for example, McDonald’s
and Starbucks. Unlike manufacturers of some other polluting
post-consumption waste products, such as refrigerators
containing fluorocarbons, it has never been held accountable
for the cost of the waste it generates.9

The concern about plastic waste from cigarettes has also been
excluded from the international tobacco control agenda, even
though it is now widely recognised that the cellulose acetate
filter is simply a marketing tool that has no health benefit10 and
that filters enhance the appeal of cigarettes to adolescents.11

Non-communicable diseases, with smoking a major risk factor,
and environmental degradation are now both high on the global
political agenda.12 13 However, the discussions on how to respond
largely take place in separate silos. Can they come together to
tackle an issue that lies on the interface between these concerns?

Diverting attention
A ban on the sale of single-use plastic cigarette filters would be
resisted vehemently by the tobacco industry as it challenges the
deception it has perpetuated in marketing manufactured
cigarettes. Yet the background analyses that informed the EU’s
Single-Use Plastics Directive suggested that a ban was feasible,
even though the final text required only that industry “help cover
the costs of waste management and clean-up, data gathering
[and] awareness raising measures.”14

It is not clear why filters were not included in the ban on
single-use plastics.2 However, as was seen with the EU’s
Tobacco Products Directive, the industry mounts large scale
lobbying activities to divert attention from its damaging
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products. The exclusion of filters from the plastics directive
seems like a missed opportunity, especially since the background
analysis said that the intention of any filter ban would not be to
reduce cigarette consumption. However, EU countries have
committed to assure “health in all policies,” and such a ban
would also be consistent with EU nation obligations under the
Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, the world’s first
international health treaty.
The tobacco epidemic remains a leading cause of death and
disability globally. Just like the threat of global warming, it will
persist until nations implement innovative interventions. New,
bold actions are needed to shape what are aspirationally
described as “endgame” tobacco control strategies. Many people
previously doubted the possibility of smoke-free bars, pubs,
and planes. The idea that a pack of cigarettes would be restricted
to plain packaging with graphic warnings seemed unthinkable.
It may be time for a similar radical approach that strengthens
ties between the environment and health communities for the
common planetary good. If we fail to reduce the trillions of
butts added to the world’s waste burden annually, we undermine
our efforts to curb global plastic waste and miss an opportunity
to help end the global tobacco epidemic.
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