Lditora
Circling back on e-waste

etween March and June, the

Malaysian government scized

over 100 shipping containers full

of electronic waste illegally sent
from the US and other developed coun-
tries. Malaysian authorities also recently
found a large e-waste dismantling factory
hidden decp inside an oil palm estate,
labored by illegal immigrants from Bangla-
desh, Myanmar, China, and Nepal.

In a press release, the executive director
of Seattle-based Basel Action Network
(BAN), a waste trade watchdog, likens
attempts to quash the illegal deeds to the
game Whac-a-Mole. China, Malaysia, Thai-
land, and others have banned the import
of e-waste from higher-income countries.
But illegal traders find ways to dodge the
hammer.

Sadly, nothing about this is new. BAN
takes its name from the United Nations’
1989 Basel Convention on the Control of
Transboundary Movements of Hazardous
Wastes and their Disposal, an interna-
tional treaty designed to restrict the
movement of hazardous waste between
countries. BAN first reported that North
America, Europe, and Japan were send-
ing large amounts of e-waste to Guiyu,
China, back in 2002. The first of many
C&EN stories on the issue also came out
that year.

These reports brought to light how in-
formal recyclers in lower-income nations
smash and burn waste in the open, releas-
ing toxins such as lead and mercury into
the environment. Millions of women and
children who engage in this dangerous,
dirty work have the highest health risks
from exposure, the World Health Organi-
zation estimates.

Improper disposal and recycling also
squander resources: according to the UN’s
most recent Global E-waste Monitor re-
port, e-waste in 2022 contained 31 million
metric tons of metals—as detailed in this
issue’s cover story “Electronic waste is a
gold mine. How can we tap it?”(page 28)—
typically mined at considerable cost eco-
nomically and environmentally.

Two decades after BAN’s finding of the
e-waste export pathway, not much has
changed. In fact, cheaper electronics and
rising incomes are making matters worse.
E-waste generation now outpaces proper

collection and recycling by a factor of
five, according to the UN report.

And lower-income nations still pay for
the privileges of higher-income ones. The
Americas and Europe produce 14.1-17.6 kg
of e-waste per capita. Asia generates 6.4 kg
per capita, and Africa, a mere 2.5 kg. Yet
most illegal e-waste ends up in lower-
income countries in Africa and Asia.

The need to promote the circularity of
materials by recycling plastics and metals
in electronics is urgent. Today, only 42% of
the world’s nations have adopted e-waste
policies.

Enacting more legislation is key. The
European Union shows that policies work.
The EU Waste from Electrical and Elec-
tronic Equipment directive, enacted in
2003, requires manufacturers and retailers
to take back used electronic products. The
EU now has the world’s highest e-waste
recycling rate, almost 43%, according to the
UN report.

The EU approach works because it ad-
dresses policies that promote both e-waste
management and extended producer re-
sponsibility for tackling e-waste.

Even with policies or collection targets,
though, countries average a recycling rate
of 25%. The better solution is to not create
so much e-waste in the first place and to
reuse when possible.

It is time, then, for legislation to tar-
get not just end-of-life disposal but also
circularity at birth. Making products with
short lives or built-in obsolescence is good
for manufacturers’ bottom lines, but that
needs to change.

Electronics makers need to rethink de-
sign for a circular economy. They need to
create robust, long-lived products, smart
designs that extend products’ lifetimes,
and products that are easier to disassem-
ble and recycle. One tool that has been
shown to work and is being considered for
the EU’s upcoming Ecodesign for Sustain-
able Products Regulation, for instance, is
a Digital Product Passport, which identi-
fies the components and materials in an
electronic product. This identification
facilitates repair and.increases product
lifespan.

Acting on this massive global prob-
lem will be difficult. But inaction is
reprehensible.—C&EN editorial staff
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