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COMMERCIAL TOBACCO
PRODUCT WASTE
Considerations for Tribal Communities

How Sovereign Nations
Can Enact Their Own
Environmental Protections
Tobacco has been grown and used in the
Americas for millennia by indigenous populations
for cultural or ceremonial purposes, but
widespread use of highly addictive commercial
tobacco products,1 especially cigarettes, is
relatively recent, beginning at the end of the 19th
century. Since that time, cigarettes and other
tobacco products have caused a massive disease
epidemic that has led to commercial tobacco
control measures. Commercial tobacco does not
only impact individuals but it also endangers the
health of the environment.2 As more recognition
is given to environmental justice, the idea of
policies to address commercial tobacco product

waste is gaining popularity across the U.S. and
in Indian Country. Tribal Nations have sovereign
authority to enact laws and regulations to
protect their lands from the harms of commercial
tobacco product waste.

What is commercial tobacco product waste?

When commercial tobacco products are not properly disposed, residual plastics, heavy
metals, nicotine, and other chemicals find their way into our environment, polluting the
air, land, and water.
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Tribal communities are often at the forefront of environmental justice movements, fighting for
the protection of their lands. It is no surprise that Tribes are concerned about the environmental
impacts the tobacco industry has had and continues to make on their sacred lands.
Commercial tobacco product waste is a danger to environmental and community health.
Cigarette butts are the most littered item in the world,3 and they also happen to have a longlasting impact. In the 1950s, cigarette companies began adding a plastic cellulose acetate
filter to cigarettes.4 We now know that “filters” were developed mainly as a marketing ploy,5
and in fact make cigarettes more dangerous by allowing for easier inhaling, encouraging more
frequent puffing, and giving consumers a false sense that by using these products they are
reducing their health risks.6 Because of this plastic filter, cigarette butts are not biodegradable:
they break down into microplastics that remain in natural environments, including rivers,
lakes, and oceans, and they accumulate in marine life.7 Microplastic accumulation can cause
starvation and death in aquatic creatures, including turtles and birds, by reducing their urge to
eat.8 Cigarette butts also leach harmful chemicals such as nicotine, arsenic, and heavy metals
into our soil and water in amounts sufficient to harm the environment.9
Beyond cigarette butts, other forms of commercial tobacco waste plague our environment.
This waste includes plastic packaging, plastic tips for cigarillos and mixed plastic, metal, and
chemical waste from newer products, such as discarded nicotine cartridges and disposable
e-cigarettes.10, 11
Many communities — including Tribal communities — are looking to policy solutions to help
address the environmental problems caused by tobacco product waste, recognizing that waste
is not the only environmental issue created by commercial tobacco products. The production of
commercial tobacco products significantly contributes to deforestation and climate change —
from the growing and curing of tobacco to the shipping of products worldwide.12 Additionally,
many tobacco growers use dangerous pesticides for their crops, endangering the environment
and humans, often children, working in the fields.13

Considerations and Policy Solutions
The commercial tobacco industry must be held accountable for the waste its products
generate. That said, eliminating commercial tobacco entirely — which would be the most
effective way to reduce tobacco product waste — may not be a viable short-term solution in
some Tribal communities. For instance, some Tribal communities may substitute commercial
tobacco for traditional tobacco where there is insufficient access to traditional tobacco or
where it is customary to do so. The Public Health Law Center recognizes this and urges each
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Tribal community to consult with those who understand what works best regarding tobacco in
their respective communities.
Tribal communities still have several policy options available to them to reduce commercial
tobacco product waste. The primary environmental impacts caused by commercial tobacco
product waste stem from filters, which have no ceremonial value, and from e-cigarettes, which
contain no plant material.
Examples of effective policy options include:
{

{

{

Adopting smoke-free laws that prohibit use of commercial tobacco products while
promoting the traditional use of tobacco, if applicable
Restricting the sale of commercial tobacco products that contribute the most to tobacco
product waste (e.g., cigarettes with filters and so-called “disposable” e-cigarettes)
Raising the price of commercial tobacco products that contribute the most to tobacco
product waste (e.g., cigarettes with filters and so-called “disposable” e-cigarettes).
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Educational Opportunities
Policy solutions are certainly not the only way to raise awareness of — and ultimately reduce
— the environmental impacts caused by commercial tobacco. Educational efforts can also
be pursued on their own or in conjunction with efforts to change policy. Educational and
organizing efforts surrounding environmental impacts of tobacco products, including climate
change, and water and food sovereignty in particular, may resonate in Tribal communities,
especially in those where water and food protection are central to identity. Educational
efforts can include river or lake cleanups; school-based programs to raise awareness of the
environmental harms caused by commercial tobacco products among young people; cessation
programs that recognize the environmental impact of tobacco products; and partnering with
environmental justice groups to help raise awareness as well.

Conclusion
Communities that pursue any commercial tobacco efforts must recognize that the use
of commercial tobacco doesn’t just impact those using the products and those exposed
to secondhand smoke — it also impacts the water, air, land, and other living creatures. A
comprehensive approach to commercial tobacco control that includes policy solutions,
educational efforts, and partnerships with environmental groups and youth programs is likely
to be most effective in the long-term at reducing the health and environmental harms caused
by the tobacco industry.

Next Steps
If a Tribal community wishes to adopt a policy related to the regulation of commercial
tobacco, the Public Health Law Center is available to support these efforts with legal technical
assistance, which can include reviewing draft language or providing examples from other
Tribes. For more information about commercial tobacco product waste, please visit the Public
Health Law Center’s website.

This publication was prepared by the Public Health Law Center at Mitchell Hamline School of Law, St. Paul,
Minnesota, and made possible with funding from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. The Center would like to
thank the Great Lakes Inter-Tribal Epidemiology Center for reviewing this piece. The Center provides information and
legal technical assistance on issues related to public health and does not provide legal representation or advice. This
document should not be considered legal advice.
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