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Dear Ms Dawkins, 

Pure Cotton Buds 

I am writing to you regarding your product pure cotton buds. 

I recently took part in a beach clean operation with the Marine Conservation Society and some of 

our students, at Sand Bay in North Somerset.  I was appalled (as were the students taking part) at 

the huge number of blue plastic cotton stalks used to hold the buds which were littering the beach.  

These are apparently washed down through the sewers. The public do not realise these plastic stalks 

do not decompose, so flush them down the toilet and sewage treatment does not filter them out.  

The stalks then pollute the beach and interfere with the public’s enjoyment.1 They are visually 

unpleasant and if they do decompose there is an extensive literature on the harm of micro-plastics 

to marine life.2  I understand that the beach at Sand Bay is not particularly unusual in this respect. 

I therefore purchased a box of your cotton buds from my local chemist, so that I could better 

understand the issue.  I note on the side of the packaging there is a sign saying: bag it and bin it 

don’t flush it.  

The baseline legal position (before straying into infringements of various statutes) is covered in the 

law of public nuisance. 

An act that endangers the life, health, property, morals or comfort of the public or 

obstructs the public in the exercise or enjoyment of rights common to all.
3 

                                                           
1
  See for instance presentation by Depledge, M., Pahl, S. and Wheeler, B. of the University of Exeter, The 

Coast: an under-researched public health resource? Oceans and Human Health Workshop 20-22 March 2014. 
http://www.ecehh.org/events/oceans-human-health/ [Accessed 21

st
 May 2014] 

2
 See for instance presentation by Thompson, R. and Pahl, S. of the University of Plymouth, Plastics in the 

marine/coastal environment, Oceans and Human Health Workshop 20-22 March 2014 
http://www.ecehh.org/events/oceans-human-health/ [Accessed 21

st
 May 2014]  

3
 Definition of public nuisance taken from Practical Law Company maintained guidance note.  
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Manufacturing products which are harmful in the way outlined above could very easily be a public 

nuisance.  Johnson and Johnson are clearly aware there is an issue relating to environmental 

pollution arising from this product, or you would not have put the label on the side of the packaging.  

The problem is that people clearly do not read the packaging. I would not have done so unless I was 

specifically minded to do so, as was the case this time.  I am not sure it is reasonable to expect the 

general public to do so either.  I am therefore not convinced that mere labelling fulfils your 

obligations not to cause a public nuisance.4 

When I had a look at another manufacturer’s cotton buds my wife had purchased, they had wooden 

stalks (which would be difficult to flush) and I suspect it would be equally easy to manufacture 

cotton buds out of compressed paper, so there are clearly alternative materials available. 

The legal issue relating to this product is not one of notification to the consumer, but its design.  The 

truly alarming prospect is that if Johnson and Johnson cannot design out the obvious environmental 

harm caused by this product, what about your other products?   

I would be grateful if you would respond promptly, and confirm that you will be using alternatives to 

plastic for your cotton bud stalks in the near future.   

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Thomas Appleby 

Solicitor (non-practising) 

Senior Lecturer in Law  

University of the West of England, Bristol 

 

cc  Dr Benjamin Pontin, UWE 

 Bethany Squire, UWE 

Dr Chris Sherrington, Eunomia Research & Consulting Limited 

Emma Cunningham, Marine Conservation Society 

Dr Sue Kinsey, Marine Conservation Society 

 

 

 

  

 

                                                           
4
 For a good example of a successful claim in public nuisance see The claimants appearing on the Register of 

the Corby Group Litigation v Corby District Council [2009] EWHC 1944 (TCC) 


