Watch your butt! (Cigarette, that is)

What were you thinking? Of course I mean cigarette butt.

Cigarette butts are the most common form of litter carelessly dropped on our streets, parking lots, and open spaces. Residents and visitors alike – many of whom are themselves smokers -- complain about the unsightly accumulation of discarded butts in public places.

Many people think that other than an annoyance, cigarette butts are harmless because they are biodegradable. They are not. Some studies say cigarettes decompose in a year, some say it takes twelve years, and others say they never decompose at all because the filters are made of cellulose acetate, a form of plastic that can remain in the environment as long as other forms of plastic. However long it takes for a cigarette to decompose, ask yourself if you would like other biodegradable items to be thrown on the ground: cardboard, newspapers, tissues, paper bags, etc. It wouldn't be pretty.

[bookmark: harmless] Okay, that won’t happen. But in addition to the aesthetic factor, discarded cigarette butts are harmful to our water supply. You may say it’s just a small cigarette butt; this is the same argument that leads to lots of "harmless" little things adding up to very harmful big things. Cigarettes are by far the most common litter in the world; literally billions of cigarette butts are discarded every day.

Think about it: where do all those butts wind up? They’re not picked up by street cleaners or anyone else; it’s just too big a job. So they wait patiently for rain to wash them into storm drains, where they begin a journey. Here, that means to the Chesapeake Bay, where the toxic chemicals the cigarette filters were designed to trap leak out and degrade the quality of the water. Test results indicate that the chemicals released into freshwater environments from cigarette butts are lethal to aquatic life at concentrations of just one butt per two gallons of water. Cigarette filters have been found in the stomachs of fish, birds, and other creatures who mistake them for food.

The best way to educate others about the environmental problem is to start with people you know. If someone you know casually drops their cigarette butts, don't let them remain blissfully unaware. Just offer the explanation above.

Would you drive your car into a stream to wash it? Of course not. But that’s effectively what happens when cars are washed on impervious surfaces like asphalt driveways. The dirt and road salt that comes off, and the car washing liquid that contains harmful detergents, run off directly into our water supply. Commercial car washes first filter the water. And according to the International Car Wash Association, washing your car at home can use anywhere from 80 to 140 gallons of water, while commercial car washes average less than 45 gallons per car. Do-it-yourself car washes also collect and treat the water before it is discharged. You can “green up” car washing at home by limiting the amount of water that you use and using environmentally-friendly detergents.

Finally, if you change your own motor oil, be careful not to spill any on the ground. One gallon of oil can make a million gallons of water undrinkable; a pint of oil can create an acre-sized oil slick on a lake or pond.

Mark Berg is the President of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC). WAAC’s web site www.adamswatersheds.org contains information if you would like to join, contribute, or volunteer.
