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Lesson 3: What a Waste! Impact of Cigarettes and E-Cigarettes on the Community & Environment

Talking Points and Slide Chart 
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	Slide
	Image
	Talking Points
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	Talking Points: 

This next lesson is all about how tobacco products, like cigarettes and e-cigarettes, affect OUR environment here in Northern Ireland.
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	(Teacher Note): Read topics on slide. 
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	Talking Points:

Let's start by discussing what a community is. 

A community is a group of people who have something in common.  

It could be based on characteristics of people like ethnic heritage, a neighborhood, or even your school can be considered a community.

For some people, community is also built around shared language, faith traditions, or experiences of migration and belonging. All of these are real and important forms of community.

Most of us belong to more than one community at the same time.

What are some communities that you are a part of? 

(Take a few responses.)
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	Let's look at the quote on the slide. It describes some of the conditions that can help communities thrive.

(Ask Pupils): What stands out to you about the conditions described in the quote? (Take a few pupil responses)

What do you think a community needs in order to create these conditions? (Take a few pupil responses)
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	Talking Points:

Our communities can share our health through a number of ways, including its people, resources, activities and more. 

Let's explore some of the ways e-cigarettes can harm a thriving community.
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	Talking Points:

One of the ways that cigarettes and e-cigarettes can impact a community the most is through second-hand smoke or aerosol.

Second-hand tobacco smoke, or the aerosol in an e-cigarette, are the clouds of chemicals released into the environment directly. These chemicals include nicotine, cancerous chemicals, ultra-fine particles, heavy metals, other cancerous chemicals, and VOCs (volatile organic compounds).

VOCs are particularly relevant because heating vape liquid can produce VOCs in the aerosol that a person breathes into their lungs. Examples include formaldehyde, acetaldehyde and acrolein.

Because second-hand smoke and aerosol can harm others, there are laws that restrict smoking in public places, school areas, playgrounds, and sometimes in apartments and other buildings.

There's no such thing as safe second-hand smoke or aerosol.  All types of second-hand smoke or aerosol are harmful to the lungs of people, especially children.

Reference:
https://www.undo.org/environmental-impact/smoke-free-beaches-parks-california
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	Talking Points:

Another way second-hand tobacco smoke and aerosol harms the community is in housing. Second-hand smoke or aerosol can easily go from room to room, apartment to apartment, and location to location through the walls, vents, windows, pipes, hallways, and stairways.

This creates an unhealthy environment for the tenants who live in or nearby multi-unit housing.

Exposure to second-hand smoke or aerosol can lead to cancer and respiratory infections, and can cause someone’s asthma to worsen, among other problems. 

References:
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/features/healthier-housing-rooted-in-social-justice/

Image source: https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/infographics/secondhand-smoke/index.htm
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	Talking Points:

In addition to second-hand smoke or aerosol, cigarettes and e-cigs can also harm our community through third-hand smoke or aerosol. 

Third-hand smoke or aerosol is the chemical residue left behind on clothes, furniture, walls, and other surfaces after someone smokes or vapes.

(Think prompt): Where do you think third-hand residue might collect in your own environments? 

(Teacher Note): If a pupil shares that they think they have been exposed to second-hand or thirdhand smoke or aerosol, provide ways they can reduce their immediate harm to encourage empowerment in the moment. Some examples include:

-Removing themselves from the environment where second-hand smoke or aerosol is taking place

-Notifying the person or a trusted adult when smelling smoke and/or aerosol

-Talk to a trusted adult about furniture that may carry thirdhand particles.

-Creating signs: Please do not smoke or vape here.

Reference:
https://thirdhandsmoke.org/does-marijuana-create-thirdhand-smoke-2/
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	Talking Points: 

Another community impact is the number and location of tobacco and e-cigarette retail shops. Density refers to the number of retailers in a neighborhood, and proximity refers to how close those retailers are to homes and schools.

Studies show that a higher number of tobacco and e-cigarette retailers in a neighborhood is associated with higher rates of tobacco/nicotine use among people who live there.

Let's take a closer look at a real life example. 

References:

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8171582/

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1353829219308287

https://pets.tcspartners.org/files/Matrix%20of%20Tobacco%20Retailer%20Density%20Proximity_July%202023.pd
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	Talking Points:

Think-Pair-Share Activity

Ask pupils to form groups. Ask pupils to assign a recorder and someone who will represent the group in sharing the responses. Ask pupils to discuss the following questions:

- What concerns might come from having tobacco retailers close to schools?

-How could this affect the health of the surrounding community?

-How could your community address this issue, and who could help make a difference?

Thank you everyone! You all came up with great ideas. 

(Teacher Note): If the activity is done to completion, it meets Learning for Life and Work (LLW) – Personal Development / Local and Global Citizenship. Investigate how individuals can contribute positively to the health and well-being of themselves, others, and the wider community, and evaluate opportunities to take action on issues that affect health and well-being.
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	Talking Points:

In summary, addressing the community impact of cigarettes and e-cigarettes is an important step toward building thriving communities.

In our example of a thriving community, it means that everyone deserves equal rights and opportunities to have a healthy, smoke and aerosol-free environment where we can play and live.

When we say this is a social justice issue, we mean that not everyone has equal access to clean air, safe parks, or smoke-free cars. That inequality is not an accident; it is the result of decisions that communities and policymakers can change. That is why your voice matters.
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	Talking Points:

Let's continue to use our voice and practice advocating for some of the issues we discussed. 

(Teacher note): Ask a pupil to summarise 3 key points they learned from today's lesson. Summaries should include ideas related to: 

-Thriving communities
-Second-hand and third-hand smoke
-Social justice impacts

Ask pupils to write 1-2 sentences for each key point.

Then ask a pupil to choose 1 of their 3 key points that stood out to them the most.

Scenario: Imagine a local community leader is visiting your school for Earth Day to hear students’ ideas for creating a healthier community. Your community leader could be a mayor, city council member, or school board member.

Ask pupil a to write a mock letter or script for what they would say to the community leader. Their response should explain the issue, describe why it matters, and provide one suggestion for how the community could help reduce the harms or impacts discussed in today’s lesson.

Examples of suggestions might include:
-Regulating advertising near schools or gas stations
-Creating stronger smoke-free policies

(Teacher Note): If appropriate, invite pupils to share their letters or scripts with a real local leader or community decision-maker.

(Teacher Note): If the activity is done to completion, it meets Learning for Life and Work (Key Stage 3 & 4): Personal Development: developing skills, attitudes and behaviour that promote personal health and well-being. Local and Global Citizenship: investigating how to participate in society, influence change and take responsible action in the community
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	Talking Points:

So let’s talk about the environment.

How about e-cigarettes (including nicotine and non-nicotine ones)? (pause for responses).

We will find out what happens when these products are improperly disposed of.

We will also find out how they should be disposed of.
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	Talking Points: 

Let's start by looking at a real-world situation. Imagine our class is volunteering at a local community clean-up.

As you're cleaning up, you notice several cigarette butts and e-cigarettes scattered around the area.

With a partner, discuss the questions on the slide or write your responses on a sheet of paper. Think about what might happen to these products if they're left behind, where they might belong instead, and who or what could be affected.

Use what you learned in the last lesson about the materials and chemicals found in cigarettes and e-cigarettes to support your thinking.

(Teacher Note): Give pupils 2–3 minutes to discuss. 

(Ask pupils): 
-Where do you think these products will end up if no one picks them up?
-Where do you think they should be disposed of instead?
-Who or what could be affected if they're left behind?

(Take a few responses.)

Awesome work. Let's take a closer look at what makes cigarettes and e-cigarette waste toxic to the environment.
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	Talking points:

Now, where do e-cigarettes go?
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	Talking Points: 

E-cigarettes affect the environment in three main ways: through the disposal of their batteries, chemical waste, and plastic.  
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	Talking Points:

The first way it affects the environment is through the battery.

E-cigarettes have a battery that is used to vapourise the liquid for a person to vape.

This battery is often made from dangerous metals like lithium-ion, which can explode in bin lorries or when processed in waste facilities.

If left outside, the battery slowly deteriorates, and the heavy metals leach into the water, which is toxic for the environment.

E-cigarettes qualify as e-waste and must be disposed of like other electronic devices.
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	Did you know…

E-cigs have caused 12,000 fires in bin lorries and recycling centres in the UK in 2025.
(Material focus 2026)

	20
	[image: ]
	Talking Points:

The second way that e-cigarettes affect the environment is through the nicotine pods.

Nicotine is a toxic chemical and can be lethal to small children or animals if they come into contact with it.

Pods (even if vaped as much as possible) contain trace levels of nicotine and other heavy metals, which can directly harm animals and children or seep into the soil and nearby water sources.

Along with nicotine, there are also heavy metals like lead, tin, and nickel that are toxic.

Discarded e-cigarettes that come into contact with children or animals can cause accidental nicotine poisoning.

Due to the nicotine and other heavy metals, e-cigarettes are considered hazardous waste. They are also classified as e-waste.

Additionally, they may contain solvents and other contaminants.


Reference:
https://www.publichealthlawcenter.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/What-a-Waste-Legally-Disposing-of-E-Cigarettes-and-Nicotine-Products.pdf

https://www.ozonesmoke.com/media/catalog/product/cache/2e5dd8b74949a298dd2cd2cebdc06e35/j/u/juul-pods-classic-menthol.jpg
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	Talking Points:

The third way that e-cigarettes affect the environment is through the plastic components. This effect is similar to that of any other plastic product you might buy.

Plastic can take centuries to decompose.

As they break down, the plastics turn into microplastics, which are small enough to enter ocean ecosystems and the food chain, ultimately affecting what we ingest.

References:
https://truthinitiative.org/research-resources/harmful-effects-tobacco/toxic-plastic-problem-e-cigarette-waste-and-environment
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	Read off the slide
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	Talking Points: 

There are a number of ways you can dispose of e-cigarettes PROPERLY.
· Drop it off at the vape shop it was bought from
· Recycle at HWRC’s using wee bins
· Search ‘recycle your electricals’ to find a recycling retailer near you.

(Play video)
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	Talking Points:

Given what we have discovered, one way for us to protect the environment is to not smoke cigarettes or use any e-cigarette products, including nicotine and non-nicotine e-liquids. 

We've been successful in banning disposable vapes, but disposable products aren't the only offenders. We still need to work together to get ALL vape products disposed of properly.
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	Talking Points: 

Now, imagine your cleanup team has been asked to improve tobacco/nicotine product disposal in your community.

Work with your group to evaluate the disposal resources from the previous slide. Record your ideas on a piece of paper or in your notebook.

Consider:
-Which disposal resource seems most accessible? Why?
-What barriers might prevent people from using these resources? Think about awareness, transportation, convenience, cost, or limited collection dates.
-Who in your community could help make your recommendation happen or help spread the word? Think beyond government officials. Consider schools, businesses, community organizations, event organizers, waste-management programs, or other groups.

Then complete the statement:
“To help reduce tobacco/nicotine product litter in future community cleanups, we recommend…”

Your recommendation should include:
-One disposal resource
-One realistic way to improve awareness or access
-Why your recommendation would benefit the community
-Who you would share your recommendation with and why

(Teacher Note): Give pupils 8–10 minutes to discuss and develop their recommendation. Invite groups to share their ideas with the class.

As groups share, emphasize that different communities have different resources and barriers. There may not be one solution that works everywhere.

The way a community responds to an issue can depend on what people notice, what resources are available, and who is involved in creating change.

(Ask pupils): What role does understanding a community's needs and strengths play in helping that community thrive?
(Take a few pupil responses.)

Keep that idea in mind as we look at how another group of students examined tobacco/nicotine product waste in their own community.

(Teacher Note): If the activity is done to completion, it meets LLW - Personal Development and Local & Global Citizenship): Participate actively and responsibly in promoting the health and well-being of individuals, groups and communities.
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	Talking Points:

Let's reflect on what we saw in the video.

In groups of two (think-pair-share), discuss and answer the questions on the slide.

Afterwards, we will do a share-out.

(Teacher note: give pupils about 5-7 minutes, then open to discussion for 2-3 minutes).
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	Talking Points:

(Read slide with instructions on photovoice assignment).

(Teacher Note: suggest assigning this on a Thursday with a Mon due date for students to have enough time to gather their photos).
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	Talking Points:

If you or someone you know smokes cigarettes or uses vapes, consider quitting.

Here are some quitting resources.

(Optional:  print out flyers with quit info for pupils to take home).

Often, the first person someone reaches out to isn’t a hotline or a website—it’s a person they trust. One important support is a trusted adult. This could be a parent/caregiver, coach, teacher, counsellor, or another adult you trust. 

Sometimes these resources are used in big situations, and sometimes they’re used just to ask questions or get advice. You do not have to wait until a situation feels extreme to ask for help.
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	Talking Points:

Let's review our key Takeaways.

(Read off slides)
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	Talking Points: 

Read off slide
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Imagine your cleanup team has been asked to improve tobacco product disposal.
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—— —
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Wrap Up!

Complete the following:
« One thing | leamed today...
* One community or environmental challenge my community
still faces...
« One realistic action that | could do to help improve my
community is...
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