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We call on governments across the UK to take action to 
reduce the impact of disposable and refillable vapes by:

Banning the manufacture and sale of disposable vapes in across the UK 
by 2024

Increasing awareness and enforcement of existing Waste Electrical 
and Electronic Equipment (WEEE) Regulations and the Waste Batteries 
Regulations for producers, distributors and retailers of vapes including 
disposal and recycling

Requiring businesses to report on the number of vapes (as a percentage 
sold) that are returned for recycling under WEEE. Increased enforcement 
of businesses and increased awareness of both business and the public 
should result in significant improvement over time, otherwise additional 
steps should be proposed

This document constitutes the formal expression of a Marine Conservation Society position on an issue 
of concern to us, at a particular point in time. It is not to be edited altered or misconstrued. Please 
get in touch if you wish to discuss it, or need any clarifications. We are always open to constructive 
discussion and our views may change over time, in light of new evidence or changes in policy context.
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Background
Vapes, including disposable vapes, can be categorised under the umbrella of electronic cigarettes but 
are commonly known as e-cigarettes or vapes. They are a diverse group of battery-powered devices 
that convert a liquid into an aerosol for inhalation.1  Vapes were invented in China in 20032 where they 
are still produced for export. However, the Chinese Government itself banned “fruity” vapes from sale in 
their domestic market last year (2022) due to health concerns with underage vaping.3 Most disposable 
e-cigarettes on the UK market are produced in China.4  

Compared to re-useable vapes, which are rechargeable and refillable, disposable vapes come ready 
to go and only last for around 600 puffs, at which point they become obsolete and require complete 
replacement.5 Consequently, disposable vapes are discarded and purchased repetitively, undermining the 
principles of a circular economy. 

Between January 2021 and April 2022, there has been an 18-fold increase in the use of disposable vapes 
products by vape users in the UK, rising from 1.2% to 22.2%, with the trend being particularly significant 
among younger adults.6 This has occurred alongside a concerning rise in e-cigarette use among children 
and young people.7 It is reported that half a billion are sold each year in the UK with 1.3 million disposable 
vapes being thrown away every week.8
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Environmental and health impacts 
The rapid increase in vaping, especially by young people, is concerning the health charity ASH Scotland, as 
these are products that harm the health of children, young people and non-smokers that are age-restricted 
for good reason.9 Nicotine is highly addictive, and many vapes include toxic chemicals that have not been 
safety tested for inhalation and with long-term effect of these products remains unknown.  

From an environment perspective, it is concerning to see not only a rise in reported of littered disposable 
vapes and their components but also downward trend in use of the original reusable options.10 This is 
a worrying step backwards when we need to move forward to more re-use and recycling as required 
under Circular Economy goals. Disposable vapes are increasingly found discarded in the environment11 
contributing to an increase in plastic pollution and leakage of toxic chemicals.12 Microplastics have been 
found in the stomachs of seabirds, turtles, cetaceans, plankton and fish, including seafood for human 
consumption.13  

Vapes are considered e-waste under the WEEE Regulations.14 All retailers selling e-cigarettes must provide 
a free in-store take-back service or set up an alternative free take-back service for environmentally sound 
disposal.15 Under these regulations similar responsibilities exist for producers and distributors. However, 
many disposable vapes are binned in general waste or littered, increasing the environmental impact and 
resulting in the loss of precious finite materials such as lithium.16  
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Recycling disposable vapes is not simple as their toxicity makes disassembling the product complex and 
costly to waste managers.17 Each vape consists of glass, plastic and metal, and a heating coil and lithium-
ion battery which require the product to be handled in compliance with the WEEE Regulations. In addition, 
the vape itself as well as the vaping liquid contain a variety of harmful chemicals such as flame retardants 
and nicotine18 which present further environmental and health concerns. 

We are therefore calling on governments across the UK to ban disposable vapes to move the UK forward to 
a sustainable circular economy.
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