
The Chemical in a Cigarette 

(Cigarette smoke contains over 4,000 chemicals) 

What's In Cigarette Smoke? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ammonia (used to make fertilisers. Explosives and in bleach) – It is very potent, 

pungent and is used to kill bacteria. 

Causes headaches, nausea and intense burning of the eyes, nose, throat and skin - 

Contributes to chronic liver disease. 

 

Arsenic (can be found in rat poison, pesticides or wood preservative)  – arsenic is a 

poisonous chemical compound that contains and is derived from several toxic metals.  

Cause sore throat, lung irritant, darkens skin with corns and warts on palms, soles and torso 

(Increases risk of cancer of the lung, skin, bladder, liver, kidney and prostrate as well as 

cardiovascular disease. Acute exposure cause nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea, loss of appetite, 

shaking, cough and headache) 

 

Radon - Radioactive gas which can be naturally occurring however in high does it can cause 

internal damage to organs and causes lung cancer. Radon is the second leading cause of 

lung cancer, and the 6th leading cause of cancer in the U.S. overall. 

 

Acrolein (used in tear gas) – Very hazardous. Acute toxicity. No safe level of exposure.  

Cancer-causing. Breathing large amounts causes lung damage, emphysema and death. 

Intensity irritating to eyes and throat.   

 

Nicotine (can be found in bug spray/tobacco) – nicotine is a substance that comes from 

plants typically from tobacco that is highly addictive chemical. This chemical has negative 

effects on the human body and due to its addictive nature is hard for most people to quit. 

(Mild poisoning causes nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea, headache, sweating, dizziness and 

confusion - Irritates the eyes and skin).  

 

Methanol (used in rocket fuel) - methanol is toxic to humans and is known to cause 

blindness and death is one of the simplest alcohol’s very volatile and flammable. 

 



Methane (Natural gas) – Methane gas is responsible for the increasing development of the 

greenhouse effect and deterioration of the ozone layer on the earth. High levels of methane 

gas can be potent or toxic to humans. It is also believed that methane is a key ingredient for 

global warming. 

Causes headaches, difficulty breathing and suffocation, nausea and vomiting, heart 

palpitations, dizziness and blurred vision, flu-like symptoms. 

 

Acetic acid (used in vinegar)  – It has a very pungent smell and sour taste. In large doses 

it can be toxic to humans it is also found in photographic film and wood glue. 

 

Butane (used in lighter fuel) – butane is a liquid compound that is a highly combustible and 

flammable gas that is also known to be toxic to humans. 

 

Honey, Cloves, Liquorice, Chocolate (food substance) - These are all added to mask the 

taste of the nasty chemicals in the cigarette.  

 

Benzene (can be found in petrol) - In cigarettes, benzene is used as an adhesive to seal 

the paper holding the tobacco. Exposure to benzene has been linked to leukemia, a cancer 

of the blood cells. Benzene is also found in gasoline and rubber cement, according to the 

American Lung Association. 

 

Toxic Gases - Carbon monoxide (can be found in car fumes) abbreviated CO, is a colorless, 

tasteless, odourless gas. This gas can quickly kill people when breathed in large amounts. 

CO is produced from the burning of the tobacco and paper. 
 

Cigarette smoke also contains hydrogen cyanide, a highly poisonous gas that was used in 
Nazi gas chambers during World War II. Large doses can cause unconsciousness, followed 
by violent convulsions, paralysis, protruding eyeballs, dilated pupils, foaming mouth and 
asphyxiation and death. Causes blindness and damage to optic nerves and retina. Chronic 
exposure causes eye irritation, nausea, vomiting, breathing problems, weak pulse, confusion 
and vertigo. Damages liver and thyroid. 

 

Formaldehyde - Formaldehyde is a chemical that is widely used in many industrial 

processes. It is added to cigarettes to extend their shelf life, the American Lung Association 

explains. Formaldehyde is also highly poisonous and often used to preserve dead bodies 

because no forms of life can grow in it. Formaldehyde is known to cause cancer, and also 

irritates the skin as well as the respiratory and gastrointestinal systems. 

 

Heavy Metals - Several heavy metals are also in cigarettes, including lead, mercury, 

cadmium, beryllium, chromium, nickel and arsenic, which is used in rat poison. Cigarettes 

also contain polonium-210, a radioactive element, according to the National Cancer Institute. 

Exposure to high levels of these heavy metals is linked to different types of cancer. 

 
The purposes of additives are to improve the manufacturing of tobacco products eg. 
chemicals are added to make tobacco less brittle 

 increase the shelf life 
 control the rate the tobacco burns 
 speed up the delivery of nicotine to the brain 
 improve the flavour and reduce the harsh taste 


