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This report is focused on the research regarding cigarettes and their effects on the environment when 
they are littered in addition to an investigation of the options for methods of collection and disposal. 
This report also provides proposals based on the research conducted to highlight multiple collection 
and disposal options which were then surveyed among the local campus students to be analyzed in 
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options to explore. 
 

The conclusion of this report will summarize the recommended proposed initiative and outline the 
expected results.   
 

Please feel free to contact us if you have any questions regarding the enclosed report. 
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Nathaniel Smith 
Amrinder Khangura 
Jack Lawson 
Brandon Johnson 
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Abstract

This report looks to investigate and assess options for UBC to explore in regards to 

cigarette butt disposal on campus with respect to sustainable initiatives. Cigarette butts 

are a serious waste disposal problem that needs to be addressed. Investigative research 

was carried out on the available collection and disposal option currently used around the 

world. Additional proposed methods that are not currently being used were also 

explored. These options were then presented to the UBC student body in survey form to 

gauge response to initiatives proposals. These surveys in conjunction with a triple 

bottom line assessment were analyzed for the presentation of the recommended option 

for the adoption at UBC. 

 

The final combined collection and disposal recommendations for UBC is the adoption of 

enforced designated smoking areas with available collection receptacles. The collection 

receptacles facilitate easy collection of localized littering in addition to responsible 

deposition by smokers utilizing the area. 73.8% of students’ survey at UBC support 

designated smoking areas. Despite a recycling initiative available by TerraCycle, the 

collected cigarette butts will then be ultimately disposed of in the landfill UBC currently 

uses for regular waste. Landfills are heavily regulated and have groundwater 

contamination mitigation measures in place. The recycling initiative TerraCycle promotes 

the re-normalization of smoking, is subsidized by big tobacco companies, and was not 

able to be reached for information regarding their emissions and energy consumption. 
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1.0 Introduction

Every year over 5 trillion cigarettes are smoked in the US. An individual cigarette 

butt may seem insignificant, but the sheer number of cigarettes smoked has created a 

substantial waste disposal problem (Novotny, Lum, Smith, Wang & Barnes, 2009). 

There are three components of a discarded cigarette butt: the unsmoked remnant 

tobacco, the filter and the paper wrap. Toxic chemicals leach*1 from the filters and 

residue, often entering waterways and polluting aquatic ecosystems (Barnes, 2011).  

 

Cigarettes, or more commonly known as smokes, vary in their composition with 

respect to the presence of manufacturing standards and may consequently vary in the 

degree of concentration of its components. As seen in Figure 1, most commonly, a 

cigarette is composed of key components such as the tobacco and additives column, 

wrappers and papers with adhesives, and the filter (Podraza). With its components 

masked behind white paper, cigarettes may look harmless, but when it burns, it 

releases a dangerous cocktail of over 5,000 chemicals (Cancer Research UK, 2014). 

The components and the manufacturing of a cigarette directly influence the toxicity and 

effects of cigarette butt litter, and the associated obstacles in recycling butts. 

 

 
Figure 1: Construction of Cigarette  

Source: (Podraza) 

1 Glossary terms are marked with an asterisk (*)
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A discarded cigarette may potentially contain fractions all of its original 

components such as the wrapper, remnant tobacco and the cellulose acetate* filter. It is 

known that cigarette butts leach a number of substances into aquatic environments. 

These substances include: iron, copper, chromium, cadmium, polycyclic aromatic 

hydrocarbons*, nicotine, lead, strontium, manganese aluminum and ethlyphenol* (Lee & 

Lee). Figure 2 below provides a breakdown of the toxic chemicals in cigarettes. 

 
Figure 2: Toxic Chemicals of Cigarette and Their Popular Uses 

Source: http://ecdh.org/tobacco-use.php/Clean-Indoor-Air/40/2144/467/1483 
 

 

In cities, the cigarette butts are mistaken for food by animals and ingested. More 

often they enter storm drains or sewage systems, either causing blockages, or they end 

up entering major waterways and exposing aquatic ecosystems directly to the toxic 

substances (Lee & Lee, 2015). There is also a significant economic burden being put on 

communities to clean up cigarette butt litter. In 2009 it is estimated that it cost the city of 

San Francisco $11 million to clean up cigarette butt litter (Barnes, 2011).  

 
One study conducted exposed medaka embryos* to high concentrations of 

cigarette butt leachates. The study proved that when the medaka embryos were 

exposed to high concentrations of the leachates listed above the impacts were fatal, 
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and low concentrations effected their development (Lee & Lee, 2015). Another study 

exposed 2 fish species to cigarette butts with 1-2cm of remnant tobacco. The study 

findings are presented in figure 1 below. In summary, 1.1 cigarette butts per liter of 

water was fatal to both fish species. 

 

 
Figure 3. Cigarette butts/Litter of Water vs Percent Survival  

Source: (Novotny, 2011) 
 

 

It has been proven that cigarette butts are an environmental problem and are creating a 

financial burden for communities. While more research and studies are needed to 

quantify the scope of the problem, intervention is needed now solve the problem 

(Novotny et al, 2009). The first step is raising public awareness around the issue, and 

the second step is to implement practical cigarette butt disposal programs. Our paper 

will examine current recycling programs, while also examining proposed collection and 

disposal initiatives for cigarette butts at UBC.  



5

2.0 Disposal of Cigarette Butts in Landfills   

All modern landfills are designed to prevent groundwater contamination and are required 

to meet the EPAs standards in the US (Teachengineering.org, 2015).  Landfill 

regulations include location restrictions, design parameters, operating codes, constant 

groundwater monitoring, and closure/post closure monitoring and corrective action. 

However, even the best engineered landfills can cause water pollution. The most 

common cause of groundwater contamination is the failure of the landfills liner. Holes 

can be punctured in the liner during construction, the sheer pressure of the garbage 

above on the liner can cause the seams to leak, or the liner can deteriorate over time. 

Once the liner fails, leachates from cigarette butts and other chemicals from our trash 

can enter waterways. One survey done found the 82% of all landfills in the US leak, and 

41% of landfills have a leak area greater than 1 square foot. (Teachengineering.org, 

2015). 

 

The exact number of cigarette butts ending up in landfills is unknown, but it is expected 

to be large. There have been no studies done on cigarette butts in landfills. It takes 10-

15 years for a cigarette butt to break down in a landfill, but remnants of the cellulose 

acetate filters will always remain (Litterfreeplanet.com). 

3.0 TerraCycle Cigarette Butt Recycling Program 
 

The TerraCycle cigarette recycling program was introduced in 2012. The program 

consists of designated receptacle canisters installed at various high smoking areas to 

collect deposited cigarette butts. These canisters contents are then collected and the 

cigarette butts are broken down into their component parts. The paper and leftover 

tobacco are separated and composted with the remaining cellulose acetate that makes 

up the filter being concentrated and used for the production of plastic materials including 

pallets, seat benches and other robust industrial products. The research of this recycling 

program required approximately six months to develop and is now in widespread use 

through TerraCycle partnerships around North America. (TerraCycle, 2012) 
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In 2013, TerraCycle and the city of Vancouver entered into a partnership to launch a 

cigarette recycling pilot program to help Vancouver meet its goals of the Greenest City 

2020 Action plan. The cigarette recycling system implemented by the city of Vancouver 

would involve the assistance of the EMBERS and United We Can groups in managing 

the collection and packaging of the disposed cigarette butts from the receptacles. The 

110 cigarette butt receptacles would be installed in four of the designated business 

improvements areas of the city and funded by TerraCycle. (City of Vancouver, 2013) 

 

As of 2014 the City of Vancouver has since scaled back its implementation of the 

cigarette recycling pilot program. The TerraCycle recycling program initiative was 

identified to be in part funded by Imperial Tobacco, Canada’s largest cigarette producer 

and as such has received major critical critique as a major public relations initiative in 

addition to raising ethical concerns about a joint government and tobacco industry 

partnership. Other Issues raised about the Terracycle program included that it promoted 

the re-normalization of public smoking and increased second hand smoke by creating 

“de facto” smoking areas at designated locations. (Mui, 2014) Added to the critiques was 

that many of these receptacles were also installed within the cities regulated six meter 

smoke free bylaw zone, violating established protocols that had been initiated by prior 

anti-smoking initiatives.(Bennett, 2014) 
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4.0 Alternative Options 

4.1 Return for Deposit 
 

An alternative program proposed by Dr. Stuart H. Kreisman of the UBC department of 

endocrinology* follows a deposit based system similar to the first beverage container 

recovery programs initiated by BC in the 1970’s and now widely copied across North 

America. Kreisman has outlined a deposit program for BC to pioneer once again to 

curtail cigarette butt littering by creating a return system for purchased cigarettes. 

 

The deposit return system would function as follows: Cigarette purchasers would be 

required to pay an additional one dollar deposit on a twenty pack of cigarettes. This 

dollar would translate into five cents per cigarette butt returned with the original package. 

The return system would tie into established government subsidized Return-It locations 

throughout the province. The return of cigarette butts without the original packaging 

would still be accepted, however; they would be refunded at a lower rate. (Kreisman, 

2014) 

 

This style of deposit/return system could be introduced quickly and at a cost effective 

rate. The promotion of the program would discourage current smokers from discarding 

their city bylaw violation litter by creating an immediate financial penalty. This system 

would also promote litter clean up by creating an income stream for the cities less 

fortunate citizens. (Kreisman, 2014) 

 

This style of program would also help to reinforce the de-normalization of public smoking 

by promoting the elimination of cigarette litter and help decrease the visibility of smoking. 

This decrease in visibility of smoking would also help promote the cessation of smoking 

by individuals who have recently quit cigarette consumption by the elimination of 

“triggers” to remind them. (Bennett, 2014) 

 

It is also notable that this deposit/return style of system was originally claimed to be 

proposed by Vancouver Green Party Councillor, Adriane Carr; who said that Vision 
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Vancouver city councillors did a “strike and replace” with the current system established 

with TerraCycle. (Mui, 2014) 

 

4.2 Alternative Recycling Programs 
 
In terms of alternative recycling programs to the TerraCycle Cigarette Butt recycling 

program, after some investigation, no alternatives are currently in operation. One 

company in 2010, namely RippleLife, appears to have provided an alternative to 

TerraCycle’s cigarette butt recycling program but appears to have since ceased 

operation as their website has not been updated and they were unavailable for 

questioning throughout the course of the investigation. Similar conclusions were met by 

a study completed in 2014 on the city of Richmond. They were “unable to identify any 

other available recycling processes for cigarette butts” (Stewart, 2014).  

 

5.0 Proposed Initiatives   
 

The investigation on cigarette butt litter will be classified under two categories: the 

prevention of littering, and the disposal of cigarette butts. The sub-categories for the two 

categories are explored below. 

 

        Preventing litter is a proposed initiative that can be put into action at UBC through 

employing a ban on smoking, strategically placing collection receptacles, enforcing 

designated smoking zones, and/or offering a return-for-cash incentive for gathering 

cigarettes. Creating a ban on smoking can be controversial, but its effectiveness could 

be the greatest of all in producing concrete results. Creating enforced designated 

smoking zones falls closely together with strategically placing collecting receptacles, 

which requires not only an enforcement team, as does a ban on smoking, but will also 

require a maintenance team to collect cigarettes from receptacles and regularly maintain 

the areas. These four strategic areas are evaluated in section 8.0 with the Triple Bottom 

Line*.   
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        Disposing of accumulated cigarettes is proposed to be either to a traditional landfill 

or to be put in the hands of a recycling program such as TerraCycle, which is evaluated 

earlier in this report in sections 2.0 and 3.0, respectively. Both the landfill and TerraCycle 

options are explained in earlier sections and are evaluated in the following sections.  

 

        The proposed initiatives in this report are evaluated, with a total of six combinations, 

in section 8.0 with the Triple Bottom Line. Furthermore, opinions of UBC students are 

collected on the matter of cigarette butts, the prevention of littering, and disposal 

methods associated in section 7.0. 
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6.0 Triple Bottom Line Identifiers
The identifiers used to perform the Triple Bottom Line Assessment are outlined in Table 1. 
 

Table 1: Triple Bottom Line Identifiers 
Social Environmental Economic 

Does it promote 
smoking? 

What is the 
environmental impact? 

Is it feasible? 

Is it supported by the 
student population? 

What is the amount of 
energy consumed? 

What is the cost of collection? Is it cheaper 
than the current cost associated with cleaning 
up cigarette butt litter? 

Does it create jobs? What are the greenhouse 
gas emissions? 

Who pays for the cost of collection? 

How is human health 
effected? 

How is wildlife 
effected? 

If the process is profitable, who benefits? 
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7.0 Social Assessment 
 
In order to properly assess the social impact of smoking and cigarette butts on 

campus, an online survey was conducted targeting the students of UBC. The survey 
received a total of 183 responses, reaching the target audience with approximately 93% 
of the responses coming from UBC students, as seen in Figure 4. A copy of the survey 
can be found in Appendix I. The survey’s purpose was to gauge the students’ opinions 
towards various cigarette butt collection and disposal techniques. The summary and 
interpretation of the responses are outlined in this section. 

 
 
Figure 4: Number of UBC Students in Sample Population 

 
 
Out of the 183 responses, 142 of the responses indicated that they smoke 

cigarettes and 41 of the responses indicated that they do not, as seen in Figure 5. In a 
2013 study by the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, it was found that 
approximately 18.7 % of adults aged 18-24 smoke (cdc.gov). This indicates that for our 
survey, smokers were slightly more inclined to respond to the survey than non-smokers 
because 22.4% of our responses indicated that they smoke.  

 
Figure 5: Number of Smokers in Sample Population 
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 The 74 of the surveyors responded to the question regarding the use of cigarette 
butt receptacles. 48 of the 74 indicated that they would use a cigarette butt receptacle, 
indicating that the population desires the use of cigarette butt receptacles, as shown in 
Figure 6. 
 

Figure 6: Use of Cigarette Butt Receptacles

 
 
 In order to gauge how likely the population would use the cigarette butt 
receptacles, they were then asked to approximate distance they were willing to travel in 
order to make use of the receptacle over another disposal option. 62 responses were 
generated by this question, as shown in Figure 7. 42 out of the 62 responses indicated 
that they would not go out of their way to use a cigarette butt collection receptacle. 17 
responses indicated that they would walk 5 minutes in order to make use of a 
receptacle. 3 responses indicated that they would walk 10 minutes or more to make use 
of a receptacle. This data indicates that there is a preference in the population for 
conveniently located cigarette butt receptacles as they are not willing to go out of their 
way to make use of distant receptacles.  
 
Figure 7: Cigarette Receptacle Usage Distance 
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In order to gauge the current cigarette butt disposal done by the smoking population, 
they were asked to indicate all of the methods of disposal they currently practice. Of the 
41 smokers surveyed, 36 indicated that they throw their cigarettes on the ground as 
litter, 25 indicated that they dispose of them in garbage receptacles, 19 indicated that 
they make use of existing cigarette butt receptacles, and 8 indicated that they practice 
some other method of disposal, as shown in Figure 8. This data indicates a preference 
for convenience in the disposal of cigarettes by the smoking population. 
 
Figure 8: Disposal Techniques Practiced by Smoking Population 
 

 
The survey then measured the response of the sample population to the banning of 
smoking at UBC. Of the 183 surveys, 88 indicated that they would support the banning 
of smoking at UBC and 78 indicated that they would not, as shown in Figure 9. This 
indicates a slight preference for the banning of smoking at UBC but not enough for a 
recommendation.  
 
 Figure 9: The Banning of Smoking on Campus 
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The third cigarette collection/disposal method measured by the survey was designated 
smoking areas. This section of the survey generated 179 responses. 135 of the 
responses indicated that they would support designated smoking areas at UBC while 29 
responses indicated that they would not. This suggests a strong support for designated 
smoking areas, as shown in Figure 10. 
 
Figure 10: Designated Smoking Areas at UBC 
 

  
The survey then asked participants to indicate their level of support for issuing fines to 
enforce the use of designated smoking areas. 112 out of the 163 responses indicated 
that they would support the use of fines to enforce designated smoking areas while 51 
indicated they would not, as shown in Figure 11. 
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 Figure 11: Enforcing Designated Smoking Areas 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The fourth cigarette collection/disposal method measured by the survey was a return for 
cash incentive*. This section of the survey generated 180 responses. 145 of the 
responses indicated that they would support increased tuition at UBC for a return for 
cash program while 35 responses indicated that they would not, as shown in Figure 12. 
This suggests a strong opposition for increased tuition due to financial reasons and to 
the return for cash program, as shown in Figure 13. 
 
 Figure 12: Return for Cash Incentive 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



16

Figure 13: Increased Tuition Fees for Cash Incentive 
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8.0 Triple Bottom Line Assessments
 

8.1 Landfill Disposal 

Social 
Landfills provide jobs, but it is difficult to classify the jobs as an economic benefit 

because even if all cigarette butts were recycled, those jobs would still be there. The 

only significant social impact arises from health concerns. If leachates do enter 

waterways, wildlife will be directly exposed to chemicals, indirectly exposing humans to 

the toxins. 

Environmental 
Landfills have extensive measures in place to prevent the contamination of groundwater.  

Even those these measures are not 100% effective at preventing groundwater 

contamination, they are effective at greatly reducing groundwater contamination. It is far 

better for a cigarette butt to be disposed of in a landfill instead of being littered. There is 

also the environmental impact of transporting the butts to landfills. 

Economic 
Two costs were identified: the cost of transporting the butts to landfills, and the cost of 

ensuring the measures are in place at landfills to prevent contamination of groundwater. 

There is a cost associated with the prevention measures at landfills, but it even if all 

cigarette butts were recycled these programs would still be in place. The only significant 

cost is collecting all the butts and transporting them to landfills. In conclusion, once 

cigarette butts are disposed of in a landfill they have a very limited economic impact. 
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8.2 TerraCycle Recycling Program 

Social 
This program could unintentionally promote the re-normalization smoking and promote 

tobacco industries by helping create de-facto smoking areas and effectively renege on 

current gains in the reduction of smoking on campus if implemented in various identified 

areas. 

Environmental 
The direct environmental impact of the TerraCycle recycling program was unavailable 

because it is not a public company. Therefore a direct analysis of the GHG emissions, 

energy consumption and effluent byproducts could not be completed.  

Economic 
There are no direct economic benefits for UBC to bring this program online. TerraCycle 

is responsible for the installation, management and collection of cigarette butt waste 

from the installed receptacles. All proceeds from the sale of recycled goods are 

reserved for TerraCycle. The program is subsidized by large Tabaco companies due to 

the programs un-profitability. 

 
 

8.3 Return for Cash Incentive Program 

Social 
The implementation of a return for cash incentive program could create security 

concerns for the well-being of student by incentivizing individuals with less socially 

fortunate situations to come and explore the campus for cash refundable opportunities.  

Environmental 
This incentive program would have a direct and lasting effect on the presence of 

cigarette litter due to the economic incentives to collect and return. This style of 

collection program would effectively negate all environmental concerns of cigarette butts 

being present in unmanaged environments. 
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Economic 
Due to this program not being implemented provincial or federally, this program would 

require revamped budget management or tuition fee increases to fund the program. 

This program would also be open to abuse to the availability of bringing off campus 

cigarette butt litter in for return. 

8.4 Enforced Smoking Zones with Receptacles 

Social 
Enforced Smoking zones are a proposed initiative for creating a collective area for 

smoking. Although this initiative may be successful in collecting litter, it forces a feeling 

of social detachment upon smokers. With smoking becoming acceptable only in certain 

areas, individuals will be required to escape into these areas in order to smoke, away 

from their social interaction areas or events.  

 

Receptacles can be a large factor in promoting smoking while they are intended for the 

purposes of lowering the amount of butt littering. As stated in a City of Richmond report 

on a Cigarette Butt Recycling Program, “the presence of recycling containers may 

create de-facto smoking areas which could increase exposure to second-hand smoke, 

and could make smoking more socially acceptable” (Stewart, 2014).  

Environmental 
Smoking zones can be effective in creating a collective area of cigarette litter, but it is 

dependent on the general population for utilizing the provided zones and receptacles.  

In a recent Public Works report for the City of Richmond, the report stated that if 

receptacles were in place “that 25% of smokers will use these designated butt disposal 

containers” which may not be an effective number to combat the economics of installing 

receptacles and creating smoking zones (Stewart, 2014). 

 

The receptacles designed by TerraCycle may contribute to producing leachates. A 

report conducted by the Public Works and Transportation Committee for the City of 
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Richmond stated the result that “the [TerraCycle] container design also permits some 

rainwater entry, which makes emptying the containers more difficult” as well as 

produces toxic leachates. Such toxic leachates would then leach into water collection 

areas and be harmful for not only the local environments but to any other parties that 

may use that water as well.  

 
 

Economic 
In order to design effective receptacles, the maintenance costs must be taken into 

account on top of designing and implementing costs. “Estimated cost impacts would 

include the provision of durable/vandalism-resistant containers, program coordination, 

and for maintenance and servicing (depending on the scale of the program/number of 

containers installed)” (Stewart, 2014). Cost and resource implications can also arise 

from “maintenance challenges [which] are further compounded by vandalism from those 

who are trying to break into the bins to obtain the butts” (Stewart, 2014). In assessing 

the costs associated with maintain receptacles, the Public Works and Transportation 

organizers estimate that it “takes 1-2 employees between 5-9 hours to empty all 110 

canisters”, which can be used to calculate the amount of canisters a single employee 

can empty in one hour. Meanwhile, smoking zones can be very costly in designing and 

implementing due to the need to ensure all areas are in locations, which comply with 

smoking bylaw requirements. All such costs are compounded and effect the overall 

weighing of if receptacles and smoking zones are the most effective method of 

collecting cigarette butts.  

8.5 Banning of Smoking 

Social 
As seen in the survey conducted targeting UBC students, only a slight preference for 

the banning of smoking was found. This was also followed by a number of passionate 

comments regarding this topic. One participant expressed that “[s]moking on campus 

should be banned and fined across campus” and it “should be a fully smoke free 

environment” and another participant voiced that it “ would be great if smoking was 
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banned here because I get second hand smoke most places on campus”. Contrary to 

these comments, another participant indicated that “[s]moking de-stresses people” and 

“I wouldn't want to take that choice away from those who choose to smoke, as long as 

they are not affecting anyone around them”.  

Environmental 
The main environmental impact attributed to the banning of smoking is it would 

minimize the amount of new butt addition to the environment, thereby decreasing the 

environmental impact of cigarette butts in general as outlined in section 1.0 

(Introduction) (Arnett, 2014). 

Economic 
The main economic impact attributed to the banning of smoking is its decrease cost to 

UBC waste management (Proctor, 2013) by decreasing the frequency at which cigarette 

butts must be cleaned up around campus.  

8.6 Comparison of Proposed Initiatives 

In order to compare all of the proposed initiatives, a 1-3 ranking system is used for each 

TBL category: Social, Environmental, and Economic Impacts. The TBL identifiers listed 

in section 6.0 were used determine each initiatives impact. A “1” represents that the 

initiative has a positive impact, or it is supported by the student body (more than 70% 

supported). A “2” represents an impact that is both positive and negative, negligible, or 

semi-supported by the student population (50-70% supported). A “3” represents a 

negative impact, or it is not supported by the student population (less than 50% 

supported). The final score of each initiative is used to determine the best collection and 

disposal methods. The results of the ranking are summarized in table 2 and table 3 

below. 
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Table 2. Comparison of Collection Methods 
 Banning of 

Smoking 
Enforced Smoking Zones 
with Receptacles 

Return for Cash 
Incentive Programs 

Environmental 1 1 1 
Social 3 1 2 
Economic 1 2 3 
Total Score 5 4 5 

The Banning of smoking and enforced smoking areas both have strong TBL 

assessment scores. Due to the challenges and resistance from the UBC student body 

that would result from trying to ban smoking, we believe that enforced smoking zones 

with receptacles is a better method of collection for UBC.  

 
Table 3. Comparison of Disposal Methods 
 Landfills TerraCycle 
Social 2 3 
Environmental 2 1/2 
Economic 2 2 
Total Score 6 6/7 
 

TerraCycle received a score of 1/2 for its environmental impact because the required 

information to do a complete environmental impact analysis was not made available by 

TerraCycle. Landfills and TerraCycle received similar TBL assessment scores. Due to 

concerns over TerraCycle promoting the re-normalization of smoking and the need for 

TerraCycle to be subsidized by big tobacco companies we believe landfills are the best 

disposal method. 
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9.0 Conclusions and Recommendations

It is important for UBC to take a proactive approach to cigarette butt waste collection 

and disposal. We recommend that UBC adopts an enforced designated smoking area 

policy and uses landfills for disposal. Our recommendations are based on extensive 

research, and a TBL assessment that includes a survey completed by UBC students on 

cigarette butt waste disposal initiatives. 

 

Designated smoking areas would be supported by the majority of UBCs student body 

and have significant environmental benefits. Of the 193 UBC students we surveyed, 

73.8% would support designated smoking areas. Aside from banning smoking 

altogether on campus, designated smoking areas are the best way to combat cigarette 

butt littering and promote easy collection for UBC waste management services. The 

TBL assessment of designated smoking areas supports our recommendation and 

suggests that designated smoking would be successful at UBC.  

 

Landfills and TerraCycle’s recycling program are currently the only two disposal options 

for cigarette butts. In order for UBC to adopt TerraCycles program, TerraCycle would 

need to be more transparent about their emissions and the environmental impact of 

recycling cigarette butts. It is very concerning that the City of Vancouver recently 

dropped TerraCycles program and that TerraCycle needs to be subsidized by big 

tobacco companies. It is also important that the program UBC adopts does not promote 

the re-normalization of smoking. We are recommending landfills in part due to these 

concerns, but also because Landfills have extensive ground water mitigation measures 

in place to prevent cigarette butt leachates from harming the environment.  

 

Our findings suggest that a cigarette butt deposit program is a very practical option that 

would be very successful at reducing littering. However, we chose to further research 

programs could be implemented at UBC. A deposit program would need to be 

implemented on a much larger scale (such as nation or province wide) in order to be 

successful. 
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As a green university, it is important that UBC implements sustainable programs. Right 

now, a sustainable program is needed to combat the cigarette butt waste disposal 

problem. If UBC adopted a policy for enforced designated smoking areas and landfill 

disposal, the results would include: less littering, cleaner UBC streets, less second hand 

smoke, and a significantly reduced amount of groundwater contamination.  
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APPENDIX I

Please find the attached document outlining the survey conducted.
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APPENDIX II
List of Comments from Survey:  
 
“It would be great if smoking was banned here because I get second hand smoke most 
places on campus, or at least ENFORCED smoking zones. However I don't think I should 
have an increase in my tuition fees if I don't smoke.” 
 
“Smoking de-stresses people. I wouldn't want to take that choice away from those who 
choose to smoke, as long as they are not affecting anyone around them” 
 
“Why would I want to pay smokers to throw their [stuff] in the garbage? Add another tax to 
their cigarettes and fund it that way, it is not my job to pay them to do what they should be 
doing in the first place.” 
 
“I am not a fan of paying smokers anything. Smoking is disgusting and should just be made 
illegal.” 
 
“I don't think penalizing smokers will necessarily change their behaviour... but at the same 
rate I'm sensitive to cigarette smoke and can't stand it when people smoke close to building 
vents. I think a dialogue is needed to have more of a conversation around smoking, instead 
of blindly enforcing a ban and stigmatizing it.” 
 
“I would support smoking in designated smoking areas, however these areas should be 
encouraged and socially enforced. No fines or anything like that. These areas would have 
the recycling program mentioned.” 
 
“I want to quit smoking like many others but [sic] its too addictive however if UBC has [sic] 
some thing for fines and other stuff for smoking that will give me an incentive to quit 
I am not sure I understand the return for cash incentive or the point of recycling cigarettes” 
 
“I don't think it would be fair to make non smokers pay for a recycling incentive. I literally 
have only 50 dollars in my bank account right now and would much rather eat with that 
money than pay smokers to do something that they should be smart enough to figure out 
themselves. If you really want a recycling program please find another way to fund it 
because charging students who don't smoke is not right. But honestly I would say that the 
state of the campus is not so bad and that there are probably other concerns that take 
priority to a recycling program for cigarette butts” 
 
“I support freedom of choice for all individuals, whether it be with drugs, tobacco or alcohol. 
In the case of smoking, however, it is never just the individual being affected; even with 
designated smoking areas, the general non-smoking community still suffers from the spread 
of smoke.” 
 
“Anything funded by big tobacco companies is, out of their own research and self interest, 
by default not going to benefit the greater good.” 
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“I would only support this idea if it was offered free to students, and sponsored by some 
kind of advertiser. Taxing all students for the actions of a few is illogical, and instead the 
university should focus on simply implementing smoking poles” 
 
“People [sic] shouldnt get cash for [sic] responsibily disposing of their cigarette butts, they 
should just learn to respect the community and environment they live/work/study in.” 
 
“I think offering a cash reward for cigarette butts found on the ground would be an incentive 
for more non-students to come to campus in order to create some income, similar to those 
who come here just to get bottles out of our trash cans. Not that they're not welcome on 
campus, it just changes the atmosphere.” 
 
“I think designated smoking areas are a terrible idea. The province does not even enforce it, 
why should UBC? We're all adults here. I totally understand that everyone has rights to 
unpolluted air but it is also our rights to decide what we put in our bodies. There is no need 
to discriminate against the smokers and put them in "cages". A civilized society is not born 
through unanimous decision, it is formed by tolerance and respecting each other's rights.” 
 
“I wouldn't want to pay anything since I don't smoke.” 
 
“What makes tossing a [sic] ciggeret butt in the ground any different than any other piece of 
garbage it is down right disgusting. up to $2000 fine for littering in BC” 
 
“Banning smoking or trying to hand out fines would never work. from my experience people 
are gonna smoke [sic] where ever they please no matter what you do. Getting funding from 
the big smoking companies to keep campus clean [sic] isnt a bad idea. I dont think it will 
convince university students to start smoking!” 
 
“It would be great if there were less butts in the sheltered areas within or beyond 5 m of 
doors and such. If the answer is providing a litter bin then they should probably pay for it, or 
maybe UBC will fine them until the school can pay for an extra trash can.”  
 
“Smoking on campus should be banned and fined across campus. It should be a fully 
smoke free environment.” 
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APPENDIX III

Please find the attached City of Richmond “Cigarette Butt Recycling Program” report.
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APPENDIX IV

Please find attached the Deposit Return documentation created by Physicians for a Smoke0

Free Canada.



Physicians for a   Smoke-Free Canada
134 Caroline Avenue i Ottawa i Ontario i K1Y 0S9

Tel: 613 600 5794 i www.smoke-free.ca i psc @ smoke-free.ca

A Provincial Deposit – Return 
Program for Cigarettes
A well structured program can protect the environment and 
overcome the deficiencies of public ashtray programs. 
Cigarette butts are the leading source of litter, both by number and weight, both in Canada and worldwide, 
where billions are littered daily. They are unsightly, non-biodegradable and toxic to the environment.  They are 
increasingly getting the attention that they deserve as an environmental concern. 

Awareness and enforcement campaigns are ineffective and/or impractical, therefore recently public ashtray-
equivalent-based programs have been proposed. This tactic is supported by the tobacco industry and clean-up 
groups, who often do not see any problem in partnering with them.  

A pilot program of such is currently underway in Vancouver, yet is not succeeding (estimated 3% to 6% efficacy) 
with multiple butts seen not only meters away from the “receptacles”, but even directly below them. A 
properly designed deposit-return program will likely be much more effective as it relies only on personal 
financial self-interest, and not any plea to “do the right thing”.

Ashtray programs are bad for public 
health.

By nature, these programs  counter a principal public 
health tenet - the denormalization of tobacco use. 

Government programs should aim to lessen the visibility 
and acceptability of the tobacco industry and smoking. 
The widespread presence of ashtrays (Vancouver’s 
ultimate plan was for 2000 of them) imply tacit 
government consent, acceptance and even approval of 
widespread smoking in public. They strengthen the 
impression that smoking is common, and create smoking 
zones in public places. Such re-normalization of smoking is 
directly aligned with the strongest interests of the tobacco 
industry.

Many of these ashtrays are placed within no-
smoking buffer zones around doorways etc.. This 

ridicules and encourages violations of, hard-fought for, 
City Health Bylaws.

These programs often involve partnering with the 
tobacco industry (as initially was the case in 

Vancouver, albeit indirectly). This is inappropriate and 
runs counter to government obligations under Canada’s 
participation in the WHO Framework Convention on 
Tobacco Control .

Deposit-Return Programs can support 
public health objectives.

Tobacco litter serves as free, albeit perverse, 
advertising for the tobacco industry, possibly just the 

sort that appeals to rebellious teenagers, the highest risk 
group for starting.

Tobacco litter serves as withdrawal
triggers/reminders to all smokers, and especially 

those trying to quit.

Tobacco litter in places where smoking is prohibited 
(eg: building entrances, park benches) is used as an 

excuse by the next potential smoker to break the bylaw as 
well, knowing that so many others have previously 
ignored it.

Although (in this proposal) fully refundable, the 
increased up-front cost of purchasing a pack, as well 

of the inconvenience of needing to return it to a depot, 
will likely dissuade some smokers/potential smokers from 
the purchase.

1

2

3

1

2

3
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DESIGN PRINCIPLES:
Deposit: this must be large enough to dissuade most 
smokers from actually littering. We would suggest $1 per 
package or $0.05 per cigarette butt. 

Fully Refundable: on return of the pack with all 20 
used (or preferably unused!) filters. It is important to be 
able to state that this is not an additional tobacco tax in 
order to help foster public consent for the program. 

Return: this should be done at central depots. This will 
decrease the visibility of smoking and of tobacco litter, 
thereby furthering the public health mandate of 
denormalizing the tobacco industry. 

(In British Columbia, Encorp Pacific, http://www.return-
it.ca  is a federally incorporated, not-for-profit, product 
stewardship corporation with beverage container 
management as their core business, who are also charged 
with collecting multiple other products. They have 172 
locations across the province and would seem an obvious 
fit. It is likely that individuals will spontaneously design 
business arrangements whereby they collect and return 
multiple packs from other smokers for a small percentage 
of the return; we see no reason to discourage such.)

Recycleability: it should be recognized that being able 
to recycle the butts is an added bonus, and not necessary 
to the usefulness of the program. Even if all the butts 
were to end up being placed en-masse in a landfill, this 
would be infinitely better than billions entering sensitive 
areas of the environment individually. 

(Currently, to our knowledge, TerraCycle is the only 
company recycling cigarette butts, and they do so in open 
partnership with the tobacco industry. We recommend 
that the government either develop their own recycling 
facility, or consider partnering only with private 
companies willing to forgo all ties with the tobacco 
industry. Whether TerraCycle would have the capacity to 
handle the considerably increased volumes that would be 
generated via a deposit-return program is unknown.)

Portable ashtrays: these cost very little, and their use 
can be encouraged as a means to extinguish and transport 
the butts before placing them in the packs. In reality a few 
seconds care in extinguishing the butt and a plastic baggie 
is all that is required. Alternately the packs could easily be 
redesigned with a foil pocket in order to serve as their 
own portable ashtrays from the beginning. 

Marking of packs eligible for return: cigarette
packs are already marked by provincial origin and multiple 
options are available to enhance such including stamps, 
bar codes, and other electronic means. This will lead to 
the packs themselves as the functional holders of most of 
the deposit value, and therefore any littered packs will 
become quite valuable, as they could be filled up with any 
20 littered butts for a full refund (such is not a problem as 
ultimately the same end will result).

Return of “orphaned” littered butts: these should 
also be considered for refund, however at a much lower 
rate, We suggest 1¢/butt. This should be done in bulk by 
dry weight. 

A pilot project run by WestEnd Cleanup June 18, 2013 
proved that this will work, and gathered widespread 
media attention and approval (as proof of principle for a 
deposit-return program and a call for such), collecting 60 
000 butts in several hours by paying $20/ pound of butts, 
calculated to be 1¢ each. 

Including this component will virtually guarantee that 
almost all cigarette litter will rapidly disappear one way 
or the other. This also provides a small source of income 
for many disadvantaged individuals, although such should 
not be viewed as the principal goal of the program (having 
the butts not be littered in the first place is). The lower 
rate of return is necessary in order to prevent a degree of 
inevitable cheating from bankrupting the system, as we 
see no way to prevent such cheating (both attempts to 
mix in non-cigarette litter, and the return of non-eligible 
butts from other sources). 

There should also be a maximum weekly return of these, 
such as 7lbs/wk/individual, and names/addresses should 
be recorded in order to discourage organized cheating. 
We would also suggest that the roll-out of this aspect of 
the program occur only following a 3-6 month delay for 
two reasons: Firstly, so that the percentage of marked 
packs being returned can be assessed; if it is very high 
(~95%?) then there would be less need for this 
component, and also both a tendency for a greater 
percentage of cheating, and less available funds to cover 
such. Secondly there should be time for an attempt to 
clean up butts pre-existing from before the deposit 
program was initiated as, of course, all such butts will not 
have been covered by any deposit.




