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A r e c l e a n s i n g s h e e t s t h e p l a s t i c b a g s o f t h e b e a u t y w o r l d ?
T h e y ’ r e q u i c k a n d c o n v e n i e n t , b u t t h e y t a k e c e n t u r i e s t o

b r e a k d ow n . C l a i r e C o l e m a n i n v e s t i g a t e s
ou probably think of yourself as an
enlightened beauty consumer — of
course you are, you’re reading Style.
So you’re totally up to date with all
this business about microbeads, those
tinyplastic beads, found in facewashes,
body scrubs and even toothpaste, that
are polluting the oceans and making
their way into the food chain. The
government recently announced that

they will be banned from the end of next year,
and you’ve probably already checked the
ingredients lists on all your products and
sworn off anything that contains them. But
trying to do the right thing in beauty is like a
game of whack-a-mole: you no sooner get one
thing sorted and another pops up.
Take face wipes — I know I do. Not all the

time, but after a long, late night when I can’t
be bothered, I ignore the scare stories about
how they can give you spots and wrinkles and
cause dryness and allergic reactions, and I
swipe a couple from the pack by my bed,
smear them over my face and chuck them in
the bin. And I’m far from alone.
The consumer research companyMintel says

that 47% of us usewipes, and, according to the
market analyst Euromonitor, we’re usingmore
than ever before. Between 2005 and 2015, sales
in the UK increased by 37%; by 2020, they are
projected to rise another 20%. That means
we’ll be using more than a billion of the things
— an estimated 1,102,822,000 wipes swiped,
smeared and chucked.
Is this something we should be worried

about? We use wipes as if they are tissues —
chuckable, mulchable paper that’s recyclable
— but what if they’re not? What if they’re
actually the plastic bags of the beauty industry?
To be honest, I hadn’t thought about this,

until my editor asked me what wipes contain
and it struck me that I didn’t know. What’s
more, it’s surprisingly difficult to find out. You
won’t find it on the ingredients list because
while the lotion in the wipe is a cosmetic,
meaning the ingredients need to be declared on
the pack by law, the wipe itself isn’t. So I went
back to the manufacturers and asked them.
Somewere happy to tellme; somedragged their
feet but eventually told me; some, despite me
pestering them for weeks, ignored me; and
some point-blank refused to tell me.
That didn’t worryme. I felt certain that there

must be some law that obligesmanufacturers to
tell consumers what’s in a product, but
apparently there isn’t. According to the Trading
Standards Institute, if a textile is considered to
be disposable, the manufacturer is under no

legal obligation to disclose the information. So
when Nivea, responsible for 12% of all UK
facial wipe sales, refused to tell me what its
wipes are made of, citing confidentiality, I
couldn’t force it to. What it did say is, “Nivea
is committed to providing high-quality,
trustworthy products, while decreasing our
environmental impact,” and that it is working
towards developingmore sustainablematerials.
Fortunately, the textiles expert Dr Phil

Greaves of Microtex, a technical textile
consultancy, was able to analyse a Nivea wipe,
and he told me that it was a blend of fabrics
including polyester, a form of plastic he
described as “virtually indestructible”. No
wonder Nivea didn’t want to talk about it.
After the microbeads scandal, plastic isn’t
something beauty brands are keen to discuss.
Some brands are talking, however. Simple

(27% of the face wipes market), Johnson &
Johnson (10%), Olay (9%), Boots (7%), L’Oréal
and Aldi were among the companies prepared
to admit that their wipes contain polyester.
Andmany of them know that that’s a problem.
“We recognise that biodegradable products

are better for the environment,” Johnson &
Johnson told me. “That’s why we’re
investing in new research to help us
develop biodegradable wipes that offer the
same performance at a comparable price.”
Ah, price; it’s always about price, isn’t it?

The brands could use alternatives, but plastic is
cheap. And that’s probablywhy at least 64% of
the wipes sold in the UK contain polyester.
And we’re not just talking a little bit of
polyester. When Microtex analysed the Nivea
Visage Refreshing Facial Cleansing Wipe, it
found that a staggering 73.7% of it was
polyester. If that’s representative of other
brands, that’s a devastating amount of plastic
we’re chucking out every year.
But at what cost to the environment? Unlike

scrubs containing microbeads, face wipes
don’t go down the sink, and they’re less likely
than, say, baby wipes, to be flushed down the
loo. Consequently they’re less likely to enter
the food chain via the ocean, but they’re still

part of the problem. “In the past decade we’ve
seen a fourfold rise in wipes washed up on
beaches,” says Dr Laura Foster, head of
pollution at the Marine Conservation Society.
“Some of those are bound to be face wipes.”
While you don’t have to use plastics to make

a face wipe — some are made from cellulose
or its derivatives such as viscose or rayon —
according to Foster, even these may have had
plastic used in the manufacturing process. The
uncomfortable truth is that if wipes end up in
our sewers, they could well be causing similar
problems to microbeads.
Binning them isn’t much better. It’s difficult

to get clear data on how long it takes textiles to
break downwhen composted or put in landfill,
but currently best guesses suggest that, in an
environment where it would take cotton
between one and five months to decompose,
wool would take one to five years, nylon 30 to
40 years, and polyester an estimated 500 years.
That wipe I chucked could be sitting in landfill
until long after my children’s children’s
children are dead.
The solution is surely to pick a product

that’s marked as “biodegradable”? Well, no.
The Oxford English Dictionary defines
“biodegradable” as something that can be
“decomposed by bacteria and other living
organisms”. But if a product doesn’t tell you
under what conditions it will biodegrade, the
word is meaningless. As Richard Thompson,
professor of marine biology at Plymouth
University’s International Marine Litter
ResearchUnit, explains: “There are various tests
you can do in a lab to show that a material is
biodegradable, but that doesn’t necessarily tell
youhowitwilldegradeinanaturalenvironment.
Something that might biodegrade in an
industrial composter, where temperatures can
reach 70C and there are specific levels of acidity
and humidity, isn’t necessarily going to break
down in landfill.” And, he adds, just because
materials such as rayon or viscose are derived
from a natural material doesn’t mean they are
going to behave in the same way. “When
something is no longer in its natural form, you
don’t know how quickly it will degrade or how
it behaves,” he says. “We’re finding a lot of
non-natural cellulose fibres in the marine
environment, and we don’t know where they
come from or if they’re harmful.”
It’s sobering stuff. I’d like to say I’mchucking

all wipes in favour of a flannel, soap and water,
but I knowmyself toowell.What Iwill be doing
is picking mywipes muchmore carefully.l

#waronwipes

S o w h i c h w i p e s
c a n y o u u s e ?

According to Charlie Ross of
Offset Warehouse, which
specialises in sourcing eco
textiles for fashion and
interiors, the ideal wipe would be
made of Tencel: “It’s derived from
fast-growing eucalyptus trees,
grown on sustainable farms, that
require no toxic pesticides and
little water. Unlike bamboo and
cotton, the solvents used in
production are non-toxic and
reusable, cutting solvent use by
98%. The result is a white fibre
that doesn’t require bleaching
and is completely biodegradable.”
Manufacturers, take note.

Until then, try
l Yes To range (£4 for 30).
Made of 100% cellulose (plant-
based material), from responsible
sources. Look out for its
upcoming cotton range, which
will combine cellulose with
recycled T-shirt scraps.

l Shiseido Pureness Refreshing
Cleansing Sheets (£16.50 for 30).
All cotton, with a solvent
that doesn’t contain any alcohol
or oil.

l Eyeko Mascara Off (£6 for 10).
Another cotton sheet, specifically
designed to remove eye make-up
with olive oil and aloe extract.

And, if you’re swearing off wipes
altogether, here are some of
the best face cloths around.

l Ikea Krama washcloths (£3 for
10). You can buy a deep-pile
washcloth, but the basic ones
are just as good, and if you
have loads, you can use a fresh
one every day.

l Suqqu Sponge Cloth (£9). Rather
like a squeegee for the face and
hugely effective at removing even
the thickest cleansing creams
and balms.
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