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Tobacco Giant Philip Morris Acknowledges Cigarette Butt Litter a Problem

Leading Cigarette Litter Non-Profit Group Responds

Culver City, CA – Philip Morris USA, The nation’s number one maker of cigarettes has acknowledged that “cigarette butts … are a common form of litter” and that “improper disposal of cigarette butts in outdoor areas is unsightly and can pose a danger to marine creatures and wildlife.”  They point to statistics collected from the Ocean Conservancy’s International Coastal Cleanup, which has consistently ranked cigarettes as the most littered item found.

The announcement by Philip Morris comes just 10 days after CigaretteLitter.Org, the nation’s leading non-profit on cigarette butt litter, launched their “Altria Means Litter” ad campaign to explain to Americans why Philip Morris had so far resisted efforts to raise awareness of cigarette litter among their smoking customers. The ad was scheduled to run for the month prior to Philip Morris’ stockholder meeting in which stockholders are being asked to approve a name change of the parent company from Philip Morris to “Altria”.   The domestic tobacco division Philip Morris USA will retain its name.

CigaretteLitter.Org founder Walter Lamb isn’t sure whether the ads, which ran in the New York Times Online Editorial and Business sections, were the sole motivation for Philip Morris to change their ways, but he believes there is a clear connection.  “Why Philip Morris chose to stop withholding this important consumer information is far less important than the fact that they’ve taken this important first step,” Lamb adds.

Philip Morris’ new position on cigarette litter is being cautiously hailed as a vast improvement over its old policy.  “For decades, Philip Morris and the other major tobacco companies have avoided talking about litter like the plague, “ Lamb claims.  “There are some really damning internal documents that show these companies wanted to keep this issue below the public radar.”  Lamb sees encouragement in the wording of the new position, which he says better balances smoker convenience with smoker responsibility.  In the past, Philip Morris put almost all of the blame for cigarette litter on a lack of public ashtrays, which Lamb says “has no basis in reality.”  “Not only are billions of cigarettes littered right out of car windows, billions more are littered within feet of existing ashtrays.  You need to give smokers all of the facts about cigarette litter so they know why it so important not to litter, even if that means carrying a personal ashtray, or walking a little extra to an ash/trash receptacle.”  Philip Morris now seems to share that view, noting on their web page that smokers can “Carry and use a portable or disposable ashtray for places where receptacles are not available”, asking smokers to use their car ashtray’s and, most importantly, asking smokers to “Take personal responsibility for your own cigarette litter and encourage others to do the same.”  There has been an explosion in commercially available personal cigarette disposal devices, such as The Cigarette Tube and the SplashTray, which help smokers do the right thing with their butts.

Now the issue is whether Philip Morris is sincere about following up this announcement with meaningful and effective educational programs or whether it will just be the latest in a string of PR schemes.  “We were really hoping that they would issue a major press release to announce this historic development.  The new position statement on litter is a big step forward, but it won’t help reduce cigarette litter in American communities unless the average smoker gets the message,” Lamb notes.  He estimates that cigarette litter costs the American public hundreds of millions of dollars a year and asserts that the current funding from tobacco companies is woefully inadequate.  A Philip Morris funded Roper Survey that showed that 81% of smokers are “annoyed by litter” indicates that a little education that cigarettes are also litter will go a long way in changing behaviors.

Kathleen Register, Executive Director of Clean Virginia Waterways at Longwood College, is the author of a study that confirms the common sense notion that littered cigarette butts cause real environmental harm.  Her study showed that toxins trapped by the filter during smoking leach out into water systems, and can be fatal to at least one important species in the food chain.  More studies are clearly needed, given how little we know about what other effects these toxins, from billions of littered butts, are having on the environment.

CigaretteLitter.Org’s next objective is to target Philip Morris rivals RJ Reynolds Tobacco and Brown and Williamson tobacco.  Searching on the keyword “litter” on both these companies’ web sites returns zero entries on the topic.  “This is just blatantly irresponsible,” Lamb laments.  “This is basically these companies slapping Americans in the face and saying ‘you’ll just have to live with the mounds of cigarette butts on your sidewalks, parks and beaches because we have no intention of asking our customers not to litter’”.  RJ Reynolds devised what Lamb calls “a façade program” called “Smokers for a Clean America” that they readily discuss with the media but which they seem determined to conceal from actual smokers.  “If you wanted this program to be effective in reducing cigarette litter, as opposed to just being a PR scam, why on earth would you make no effort to tell smokers about it?” Lamb asks.  “Why would you make absolutely no mention of the program on your web site, on magazine ads, or anywhere for that matter?  And why, when boasting about the program to the press, would you not tell them how smokers can take advantage of it?”  Instead, CigaretteLitter.Org advertises the program with its limited funds.

CigaretteLitter.Org has a firm goal of reducing cigarette litter by 90% by the year 2010 and Lamb is confident they can achieve that.  “Billion dollar PR machines lose their effectiveness when enough individual Americans decide we’ve had enough.  Americans are more proud of our beautiful country now than ever, and we don’t want to see it used as an ashtray.  We need smokers and non-smokers alike to join in the effort to spread the word about cigarette litter and we need the tobacco companies to make real contributions.”

Resources:

http://www.cigarettelitter.org/index.asp?pagename=UN
http://www.philipmorrisusa.com/DisplayPageWithTopic.asp?ID=82
http://www.cigarettelitter.org/degradability.pdf
