Vaping’s Dirty Secret: The Environmental Toll of Disposable Vapes
As teen vaping becomes a growing health concern in the United States, conversations
largely center on its health risks; however, an equally urgent but less discussed concern is the
environmental damage caused by vaping products. Sleek, convenient, and designed for
single-use, disposable vapes are contributing disproportionately to the global e-waste crisis. With
the rise in teen vaping, the environmental burden from discarded vapes has intensified,

compounding the already unsustainable rate at which the U.S. disposes of electronic

waste—currently the fastest-growing hazardous waste stream in the country and expected to
reach 74.7 million metric tons by 2030 (Ngambo et al., 2023).

The surge in single-use, disposable vape can be traced back to regulatory loopholes. In

response to the Food and Drug Administration’s 2020 ban on flavored pre-filled nicotine vape

cartridges, manufacturers quickly shifted to disposable alternatives, which were not covered in

the ban. This shift led to a staggering 196.2% increase in disposable vape sales, with these

products claiming 53% of the vaping market (Environment America, 2023). Designed for
one-time use, disposable vapes posed significant environmental challenges: they are made from
non-biodegradable plastics, contain hazardous chemicals, and include lithium-ion

batteries—components that are both difficult to recycle and unsafe to discard in public waste

(Environment America, 2023; Healthy UC Davis, 2023). With a lack of accessible disposal or

recycling methods, these vapes are improperly disposed of, with 78% of users in one study
admitting to discarding empty vape pods or disposable vapes improperly, and 68% doing the
same with batteries or vape components (Truth Initiative, 2021). In the absence of effective
regulation or infrastructure to manage this waste, disposable vapes are accelerating an

environmental crisis that mirrors—and arguably intensifies—the global e-waste problem.
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Currently, an estimated 4.5 disposable vapes are discarded every second. producing a waste

stream so massive that the total volume of discarded vapes each year could stretch over 7.000

miles—enough to span the continental United States twice (Ngambo et al., 2023).
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*Data were from a survey of 15-24-year-olds fielded February - June 2020 and included 3,757
participants. Participants could select more than one response to questions.

Note. Graph from A toxic, plastic problem: E-cigarette waste and the environment, by Truth
Initiative, March 8, 2021.
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The environmental consequences of disposable vapes extend beyond plastic waste. One

of the most pressing concerns is the_leaching of toxic substances—such as lead, mercury,
cadmium, residual nicotine, and battery acid—into soil and water systems (Healthy UC Davis,

2023). These substances are classified as hazardous waste under international agreements like

the Basel, Rotterdam, and Stockholm Conventions (Ngambo et al., 2023). Once in the

environment, they contaminate water sources, poison aquatic life, and degrade soil quality (Lung
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Foundation Australia, 2023). The physical waste left behind by vapes adds further ecological

strain. As these devices break down, they release microplastics and plastic fragments that are

frequently ingested by wildlife. often leading to injury or death (Lung Foundation Australia,
2023). To make things worse, vape microplastics covered in these chemicals have even been

detected in the human food chain (Lung Foundation Australia, 2023). Indoors, e-cigarette use

contributes to air pollution, exposing bystanders to fine particulate matter and toxic emissions

comparable to those from traditional cigarettes (Healthy UC Davis, 2023). Adding to these

concerns is the widespread use of lithium-ion batteries in disposable vapes. Although similar to
those used in electric vehicles and smartphones, these batteries are discarded after only a few

uses. When improperly disposed of or exposed to heat, they can ignite, sparking fires in landfills

and waste facilities (Lung Foundation Australia, 2023). Overall, disposable vapes contribute
significantly to environmental degradation through plastic pollution, electronic waste, toxic
chemical leakage, and indoor air contamination.

Figure 2
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Note. From Environmental impact of vaping_, by University of California, Davis, 2023.
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arette-waste-and-environment

The growing popularity of teen vaping, paired with its environmental hazards and the
lack of effective waste management, paints a troubling picture for our planet. As vaping grows
more popular among teens, so does the accumulation of toxic, nearly unmanageable waste. Left
unchecked, vaping culture endangers not only teen health but also the health of our planet. Thus,
addressing this crisis requires urgent, coordinated action and demands that we recognize vaping

as both a public health threat and as a pressing environmental emergency.
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