San Mateo County seeks end to cigarette butt litter
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SAN MATEO — Whether they're lying on the sidewalk or circling the storm drain, cigarette butts are the most widespread form of litter on earth — and the scourge of the Bay.

More than 74,000 cigarette butts are collected from Bay and Coastside beaches and waterways each year by volunteers during California Coastal Cleanup Day, including 23,723 cigarette butts in Pacifica last year alone. When winter storms push them into the water, they don't biodegrade but do leak particles of mercury, arsenic, cadmium and lead into the environment, chemicals with known effects on human and marine life. 

And yet cigarette butts are so common that many smokers don't even consider them to be litter, according to a study conducted by the San Mateo County Department of Environmental Health. 

The study, sponsored by the City/County Association of Governments and conducted in 2009 under the San Mateo Countywide Water Pollution Prevention Program, experimented with several techniques aimed at longtime smokers to see whether they could be induced to stop throwing their cigarette butts on the ground. The project was completed last summer but only recently posted on the county's Web site.

The county enrolled 188 volunteers to participate in the project, many of whom admitted to throwing their butts on the ground and out of car windows with regularity. Eighty percent blamed the habit on a lack of ash receptacles in public places, so the county gave 

them pocket ashtrays along with silicone 'reminder' wristbands inscribed with the message: "Don't be a litterbug." 

Though the wristband was not a huge success, the pocket ashtray was. After a month, almost 60 percent of those surveyed said they would continue to use the pocket ashtray after the study was over, and more than 85 percent said they were likely to look for a designated ashtray to dispose of their cigarette butts in the future thanks to having been made aware of the issue. 

"That was our biggest surprise — the vast majority of those who we surveyed never considered their cigarette butts to be trash. These are individuals who would not think twice of what to do with their candy wrapper, for instance. They would throw it in the garbage," said Dean Peterson, director of the Department of Environmental Health. 

In another part of the study, San Mateo County employees counted cigarette butts at 167 businesses across the county and then posted some stickers and signs outside the businesses to measure the results of a small outreach campaign on the behavior of smokers. The signs carried a photo of a cigarette butt and the message "This is litter too." The county also installed cigarette receptacles outside four of the worst-hit businesses, including the San Mateo Safeway store on El Camino Real and Harbor Bar in Belmont. 

The results were substantial. Two months after the signs went up, the county found less than half the number of cigarette butts counted previously. 

"The piece that's missing is the one-on-one education. You can provide all the receptacles you want, but until you teach someone about it they won't connect the dots," Peterson said. 

A glance at the doors of the San Mateo Safeway on El Camino shows the county's targeted education efforts have been effective. Few cigarette butts litter the parking lot near the ash receptacles. 

Unfortunately, the county has no money to implement the study's key recommendations, according to Matthew Fabry, program coordinator of the San Mateo Countywide Water Pollution Prevention Program. These include passing out pocket ashtrays to businesses to give away with cigarette packs and placing advertisements on buses and billboards to raise awareness about cigarette litter. 

Any funding this year for pollution prevention will be allotted to cities to help them comply with a new wastewater permit that went into effect Dec. 1. It applies to all Bay Area cities and specifically targets trash pollution in the Bay by requiring cities to install litter traps in stormwater drains, and take other steps to steeply reduce trash such as cigarette butts.

"I think, as we see with a lot of things like plastic bags and polystyrene containers, dealing with things before they become trash is a more cost-effective way to do it. That's the direction we want to go, but at this point we have permit requirements we have to comply with," Fabry said. 

The county and city officials could make the biggest difference by installing permanent cigarette receptacles at public litter "hot spots" — such as beaches, parks, malls and bars, said Lynn Adams, president of the Pacifica Beach Coalition. 

"All businesses should have a receptacle. People need to know what these are and they need to be so standard that they will become accustomed to looking for them," she said. 

To read the study, go to www.flowstobay.org. 

Contact Julia Scott at 650-348-4340.

