
"Flushable" Wipes Clog Pipes 

Wet wipes first appeared on shelves in the early 2000s and are now marketed for all kinds of 
purposes: household cleaning, personal care, baby wipes, and more recently as a replacement 
for toilet paper. These products are often marketed as "flushable," but while they may make it 
down your toilet drain, they do not break down like normal toilet paper. They can remain intact 
and cause expensive blockages, backups, and overflows. 

Wipes clogging a pump in a neighborhood in Vancouver, WA. Photo courtesy of the Association of 
Clean Water Agencies (ACWA). 

Wipes clogging a wastewater treatment clarifier. These clarifiers are for sedimentation of particulates 
to separate the sludge from the water – there should be no visible debris on the surface. Photo 
courtesy of City of Vancouver, WA. 



Is it really flushable? 

Wipe manufacturers and water treatment facilities continue to disagree on what is a 
“flushable” item, there is no penalty for noncompliance with industry flushability standards, 
and testing is technically not required. 

Wipes are some of the most common debris found in sewers. Two 1-day collection studies in 
New York and Florida found only about 1% of sewer debris to be flushable wipes, but 
respectively 29.1% and 37% to be nonflushable baby wipes. 

Multiple studies have found that wipes marketed as flushable do 
not disintegrate when mixed, blended, or otherwise agitated in 
water: 
• A  study found that only one brand of flushable wipe was able to disintegrate in the sewer. 
• A 2020 study found that out of 101 flushable and non-flushable products, all products 

aside from toilet paper failed disintegration testing. 
• A 2019 analysis of 58 wipes on the market concluded that there does not appear to be a 

clear technical difference between "flushable" and nonflushable wipes. 
• Many nonflushable wipes are inadequately labelled as nonflushable, if labelled at all, 

adding to customer confusion. 

A small clump of wipes caught on a sampler in a manhole. Tangled wipes must be 
removed by hand. 



Damage you pay for 

Any wipes can clog pipes, leading to sewer blockages, backups, and overflows. Wipes can also 
damage pumps and other wastewater treatment equipment. The 2020 National Association of 
Clean Water Agencies report found wipes created a $440 million/year operational cost for 
wastewater utilities. Even if you are fortunate enough not to experience and pay for a sewage 
backup or blockage on your own property, your tax dollars are still paying for the cost of 
backups and other damage created by wipes. 

Not sure if it's flushable? Throw it in the trash instead. 

Quick Facts and Statistics
• The wipes market – currently valued at $13.2bn – has been growing at 6% to 7% percent annually for 

much of the past decade
• From 2008 to 2013,sales of flushable wipes alone grew 23% to reach $367 million
The problem costs U.S. utilities up to $1 billion annually, according to the National Association of Clean 
Water Agencies.
• Wipes are said to have caused a big issue in New York City, where officials say they have resulted in 

$18m in equipment problemsin the past five years.
• 90% of flushed materials were not intended for wastewater treatment systems
• Only 7% of wipes are designed to be flushable


