Topic: Environment
More action needed on Electronic Waste
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	Discarded electronic equipment, known as e-waste, is a huge global problem and one that is  growing each year. In the US alone, more than 2 million tonnes of old computers – some still functional - are thrown away each year. The problem is not confined to old computers: over 100 million smart phones are discarded in Europe each year, and the US throws away 700 million empty ink cartridges from computer printers annually.

The problem is exacerbated by the frequency with which manufacturers bring out new versions of their products, encouraging customers to upgrade their equipment, and by new versions of software which have higher hardware requirements.

In the US, only a small amount of e-waste is recycled. The majority – 75% - is simply dumped in landfill sites, where it creates huge environmental concerns. 

Other e-waste is exported to developing countries such as Ghana and China, where workers break down the equipment to reclaim valuable materials. In one village in China, up to 60,000 people work in the e-waste industry. However, they do this in extremely unsafe conditions, creating significant health and environmental hazards. Exporting e-waste is seen as more economically viable, with the cost of recycling a computer being less than $1, compared to around $30 to recycle the same equipment in the United States.

Addressing the Issue
Laws such as the European Waste Electronic and Electrical Equipment (WEEE) directive and the Reduction of Harmful Substances (RoHS) act are designed to reduce the problem. Some computer manufacturers have also taken action, and now accept their equipment back from customer at its end of life. Some even offer discounts on new purchases in return for old equipment.

However, a huge amount of electronic waste still exists in circulation, and some recyclers in developed countries persist in exporting e-waste to developing nations.


