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Cigarette butts have always been one of the most common items found by Clean up 
Australia volunteers. While most people today are aware of the serious health risks 
involved in smoking, few seem to realize that cigarettes are also bad for the environment.  
Almost 50% of all litter in urban areas is tobacco-related products - cellophane wrapping, 
foil inserts, and packaging. Over 32 billion cigarette butts are discarded in Australia each 
year - if placed end to end they would extend 640,000 kilometers and cycle the planet 16 
times.  
 
Littered butts seriously reduce the aesthetic qualities of any environment. Typically wind 
and rain carry the cigarette butt in the water supply, where the toxic chemicals the 
cigarette filter was designed to trap leak out into aquatic ecosystems, threatening the 
quality of water and many aquatic lifeforms. 
 
Flicked butts can cause fires. In 1995, the NSW Rural Fire Brigade Annual Report found 
that cigarettes and matches directly caused over half of all the fires in the built 
environment. Also, as many as 1200 grass and bush fires each year are attributed to 
cigarettes. 
 

Estimates on the biodegradability of cigarette butts are hugely varied. The EPA NSW 
states that cigarette buttes can take up to 15 years to break down whilst the filter 
manufacturers estimate that the butts biodegrade in one to 36 months depending on 
environmental and weather conditions. 
 
Always put butts in the bin. Carry some form of ashtray - e.g. old film canisters. Educate 
those around you about the impacts of littering with cigarette butts.  
 
For further information contact Clean up Australia at www.cleanup.com.au.  
(Material for this article sourced from Clean up Australia Projects)  
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

For further information about HOPE Toowoomba and its activities contact: 
Frank Ondrus, Convenor (Manager), PO Box 6118, Toowoomba West QLD 
4350, Australia. Phone from within Australia (07) 4639 2135 Phone from 
outside Australia 61 7 4639 2135; email: HOPE_Toowoomba@yahoo.com.au  
Website: http://green.net.au/hope 
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