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http://www.salon.com/news/feature/2006/04/10/ewaste/
Where computers go to die -- and kill

More than 50 percent of our recycled computers are shipped overseas, where their toxic components are polluting poor communities. Meanwhile, U.S. laws are a mess, and industry and Congress are resisting efforts to stem "the effluent of the affluent."

By Elizabeth Grossman
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Top: Woman in Guiyu, China, about to smash a cathode ray tube from a computer monitor in order to remove the copper-laden yoke at the end of the funnel. The glass is laden with lead but the biggest hazard from this is the inhalation of the highly toxic phosphor dust coating inside. Bottom: Open burning of plastic-encased metal printer and motor parts in Guiyu, China.

April 10, 2006 | A parade of trucks piled with worn-out computers and electronic equipment pulls away from container ships docked at the port of Taizhou in the Zhejiang Province of southeastern China. A short distance inland, the trucks dump their loads in what looks like an enormous parking lot. Pools of dark oily liquid seep from under the mounds of junked machinery. The equipment comes mostly from the United States, Europe and Japan. 

For years, developed countries have been exporting tons of electronic waste to China for inexpensive, labor-intensive recycling and disposal. Since 2000, it's been illegal to import electronic waste into China for this kind of environmentally unsound recycling. But tons of debris are smuggled in with legitimate imports, corruption is common among local officials, and China's appetite for scrap is so enormous that the shipments just keep on coming. 

In Taizhou's outdoor workshops, people bang apart the computers and toss bits of metal into brick furnaces that look like chimneys. Split open, the electronics release a stew of toxic materials -- among them beryllium, cadmium, lead, mercury and flame retardants -- that can accumulate in human blood and disrupt the body's hormonal balance. Exposed to heat or allowed to degrade, electronics' plastics can break down into organic pollutants that cause a host of health problems, including cancer. Wearing no protective clothing, workers roast circuit boards in big, uncovered woklike pans to melt plastics and collect valuable metals. Other workers sluice open basins of acid over semiconductors to remove their gold, tossing the waste into nearby streams. Typical wages for this work are about $2 to $4 a day. 

Jim Puckett, director of Basel Action Network, an environmental advocacy organization that tracks hazardous waste, filmed these Dickensian scenes in 2004. "The volume of junk was amazing," he says. "It was arriving 24 hours a day and there was so much scrap that one truck was loaded every two minutes." Nothing has changed in two years. "China is still getting the stuff," Puckett tells me in March 2006. In fact, he says, the trend in China now is "to push the ugly stuff out of sight into the rural areas." 

The conditions in Taizhou are particularly distressing to Puckett because they underscore what he sees as a persistent failure by the U.S. federal government to stop the dumping of millions of used computers, TVs, cellphones and other electronics in the world's developing regions, including those in China, India, Malaysia, the Philippines, Vietnam, Eastern Europe and Africa. 

Because high-tech electronics contain hundreds of materials packed into small spaces, they are difficult and expensive to recycle. Eager to minimize costs and maximize profits, many recyclers ship large quantities of used electronics to countries where labor is cheap and environmental regulations lax. U.S. recyclers and watchdog groups like Basel Action Network estimate that 50 percent or more of the United States' used computers, cellphones and TVs sent to recyclers are shipped overseas for recycling to places like Taizhou or Lagos, Nigeria, as permitted by federal law. But much of this obsolete equipment ends up as toxic waste, with hazardous components exposed, burned or allowed to degrade in landfills. 

BAN first called widespread attention to the problem in 2002, when it released "Exporting Harm," a documentary that revealed the appalling damage caused by electronic waste in China. In the southern Chinese village of Guiyu, many of the workers who dismantle high-tech electronics live only steps from their jobs. Their children wander over piles of burnt wires and splash in puddles by the banks of rivers that have become dumping grounds for discarded computer parts. The pollution has been so severe that Guiyu's water supply has been undrinkable since the mid-'90s. Water samples taken in 2005 found levels of lead and other metals 400 to 600 times what international standards consider safe. 

In the summer of 2005, Puckett investigated Lagos, another port bursting with what he calls the "effluent of the affluent." "It appears that about 500 loads of computer equipment are arriving in Lagos each month," he says. Ostensibly sent for resale in Nigeria's rapidly growing market for high-tech electronics, as much as 75 percent of the incoming equipment is unusable, Puckett discovered. As a result, huge quantities are simply dumped. 

Photographs taken by BAN in Lagos show scrapped electronics lying in wetlands, along roadsides, being examined by curious children and burning in uncontained landfills. Seared, broken monitors and CPUs are nestled in weeds, serving as perches for lizards, chickens and goats. One mound of computer junk towers at least 6 feet high. Puckett found identification tags showing that some of the junked equipment originally belonged to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the Illinois Department of Human Services, the Kansas Department of Aging, the State of Massachusetts, the Michigan Department of Natural Resources, the City of Houston, school districts, hospitals, banks and numerous businesses, including IBM and Intel. 

Under the Basel Convention, an international agreement designed to curtail trade in hazardous waste, none of this dumping should be happening. Leaded CRT glass, mercury switches, parts containing heavy metals, and other elements of computer scrap are considered hazardous waste under Basel and cannot be exported for disposal. Electronics can be exported for reuse, repair and -- under certain conditions -- recycling, creating a gray area into which millions of tons of obsolete electronics have fallen. 

The U.S. is the only industrialized nation not to have ratified the Basel Convention, which would prevent it from trading in hazardous waste. The U.S. also has no federal laws that prohibit the export of toxic e-waste, nor has the U.S. signed the Basel Ban, a 1995 amendment to the convention that prohibits export of hazardous waste from Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development member countries to non-OECD countries -- essentially from wealthy to poorer nations. While this policy is intended to spur reuse and recycling, it also makes it difficult to curtail the kind of shipments BAN found in Lagos. 

Despite a growing awareness of e-waste's hazards, the U.S. government, says Puckett, has done nothing in the past several years to stem the flow of e-trash. Given the Bush administration's reluctance to enact or support regulations that interfere with what it considers free trade and the difficulty of monitoring e-waste exports, the shipments continue. "Follow the material, and you'll find the vast majority of e-waste is still going overseas," says Robert Houghton, president of Redemtech Inc., a company that handles electronics recycling for a number of Fortune 500 companies, including Kaiser Permanente. As Puckett says, "Exploiting low-wage countries as a dumping ground is winning the day." 

Over a billion computers are now in use worldwide -- over 200 million in the United States, which has the world's highest per capita concentration of PCs. The average life span of an American computer is about three to five years and some 30 million become obsolete here each year. According to the International Association of Electronics Recyclers, approximately 3 billion pieces of consumer electronics will be scrapped by 2010. Overall, high-tech electronics are the fastest-growing part of the municipal waste stream both in the U.S. and Europe. 

The EPA estimates that only about 10 percent of all obsolete consumer electronics are recycled. The rest are stored somewhere, passed on to second users, or simply tossed in the trash. The EPA's most recent estimate is that over 2 million tons of e-waste end up in U.S. landfills each year. As Jim Fisher of Salon reported in 2000, a toxic stew from discarded computers leaches into groundwater surrounding landfills. 

Current design, particularly of equipment now entering the waste stream, makes separating electronics' dozens of materials labor-intensive. "Almost every piece of equipment is different," says Greg Sampson of Earth Protection Services, a national electronics recycler. The process almost always involves manual labor and, once the electronics are dismantled, sophisticated machinery is required to safely separate and process metals and plastics. 

The fragile CRTs with leaded glass used in traditional desktop monitors and TV screens pose a particular recycling challenge. Metals are the easiest materials to recycle and the most valuable -- circuit boards typically contain gold, silver and other precious metals. Plastics are the peskiest, as many different kinds may be used in a single piece of equipment and markets for recycled plastics are far less established than those for scrap metals. E-Scrap News, a recycling industry trade magazine, features about 950 e-scrap processors in its North American database -- a list that doesn't include nonprofits or reuse organizations. And not all electronics recyclers offer the same services. Some dismantle the equipment and recover materials themselves. But many simply collect equipment and do initial disassembly, then contract with others for materials recovery. 

According to the International Association of Electronics Recyclers, this business now generates about $700 million annually in the U.S. and is increasing steadily. Most recyclers charge fees to process equipment. But essentially profits come from the sale of materials recovered or by selling equipment or components to those who will do so. There's also a speculative aspect to the business, especially when the scrap metal market is booming and the value of recyclable circuit boards increasing -- it reached an all-time high in January 2006 at $5,640 a ton. 

Some recyclers -- mostly smaller shops -- acquire used equipment at surplus property auctions, on eBay or other such resale outlets, then resell equipment whole or in parts by the pound to what Houghton calls "materials brokers" and "chop shops." One batch of equipment may end up being sold to a series of brokers before it reaches a materials processor, and much of what these brokers deal in ends up overseas where costs are lowest. "If a company is buying your electronic scrap or untested equipment," rather than charging for this service, "it's highly likely that it's going overseas," says Sarah Westervelt of BAN. 

In 2000, Salon's Fisher noted that U.S. computer manfacturers bucked the European trend of instigating convenient buy-back programs for used computers -- a resistance that continues today. Since 2000, the Silicon Valley Toxics Coalition, an environmental group, has maintained a "report card" of computer makers' environmental progress in recycling and manufacturing. In its most recent report card, it notes that the "most alarming trends in the electronics industry in the United States continue to be staunch opposition to producer take back programs." 

Currently, there is no consistent, industrywide or government program to certify or license electronics recyclers. As a result, says Houghton, "It's extremely difficult to peel back the onion far enough to find out where the equipment goes. It may change hands two, three or four times before it leaves the country." And, he explains, "The cost of shipping a 40-foot container full of computers, relative to the value of the equipment," even at scrap prices, "is pretty low." With dealers from China to Eastern Europe and Africa ready to buy used electronics for scrap or reuse, and U.S. domestic transportation and recycling costs high, it's actually more profitable to load up a container and send it to Nigeria or Taizhou than it is to process equipment at home

So traveling the seas in the shadows of legitimate high-tech exports are huge containers that may hold as many as 1,000 used computers. They're loaded on ships at East Coast and Gulf Coast ports in the U.S. for Atlantic crossings, or at European ports, including Felixstowe, Le Havre and Rotterdam, arriving in West Africa by way of Spain. Others cross the Mediterranean from Israel and Dubai, or travel Asian Pacific routes from the U.S., Japan, Taiwan and Korea. 

Compounding the difficulty of tracking an individual computer is the fact that several different companies -- including freight consolidators at both exporting and importing ports, some located in countries distant from both buyers and sellers -- are responsible for moving these goods. A recycler in Texas may well be unaware of who is unloading or receiving his goods in China or Africa. Many international freight shippers make it easy to track a whole container -- just punch the number into their Web site -- but information about who's shipping what is not public information. 

Even in Europe, where e-waste exports are regulated, illegal shipments slip through. "From our work, we have no doubt that there are improper shipments of waste," says Roy Watkinson of the U.K. Environment Agency, which in October of 2005 reported that 75 percent of the containers it had inspected that month contained some illegal waste, including e-scrap. A European group, IMPEL, a network of environmental regulators, has been monitoring this trade, and has found ships loaded with damaged computer equipment sailing out of Wales bound for Pakistan in containers marked "plastics." 

According to accounts by Lai Yun of Greenpeace China and Mark Dallura of Chase Electronics in Philadelphia, and news reports from China, corruption is common among customs officials there. Dallura told the Washington Post in 2003 that he ships discarded computers to China via Taiwanese middlemen. "I sell it to [the Taiwanese] in Los Angeles and how they get it there is not my concern," Dallura said. "They pay the customs officials off. Everybody knows it. They show up with Mercedeses, rolls of hundred-dollar bills. This is not small-time. This is big-time stuff. There's a lot of money going on in this." Today, loads of e-scrap continue to enter the country despite the Chinese government's official crackdown on these imports. 

In an attempt to find out how computers belonging to the U.S. and state government agencies -- including one from a Wisconsin school district -- might end up in Lagos, Nigeria, I tried to get to the bottom of what happens to the over half-million computers the federal government disposes of each year. 

Much of the federal government's used but usable computer equipment (including cellphones) is placed with another government agency or donated to a school or community nonprofit (usually chosen and vetted by an individual agency office). The rest (the exact numbers are not known) goes to the General Services Administration -- the agency that deals with the procurement, use and disposal of government property -- for public auction. State governments work similarly, usually through state surplus property offices or equivalent programs. No one I consulted had any estimate of how many computers state and local governments discard annually. What was clear is that the ultimate fate of significant quantities of government electronics is poorly documented. 

Equipment left after these donations and sales is sent out for recycling. Some federal and state agencies choose their own recyclers. Some federal agencies send used computers to the recyclers awarded contracts under the EPA's electronics recycling program, called Recycling Electronics and Asset Disposition services. A number send equipment to the Federal Prison Industries' computer recycling facilities, which dismantle equipment and send parts on for materials recovery. Many state and local governments (and school districts) put their electronics recycling contracts out for bid, often choosing the company that charges the least to handle and process the equipment. This itself is a red flag. "If there's no charge," or prices are extremely low, especially for monitors, cautions Sampson of Earth Protection Services, "chances are high equipment is being recycled using cheap labor or by less than optimum methods." 

What struck me about the GSA and other public auctions was the lack of oversight, both in terms of where used equipment might end up -- potentially creating environmental hazards -- and in terms of data security. BAN had scrapped hard drives that it purchased in Lagos analyzed by the Swiss firm NetMon, which found correspondence from staff at the World Bank and from Wisconsin's Child Protective Custody Agency, among others. As a result of chaotic recycling, "There's a definite concern for our security,
 says Eric Karofsky, senior research analyst with AMR Research, a firm that analyzes business supply chains. 

Recent GSA auctions have included computers belonging to the Census Bureau, the South Texas Veterans Health Care System, the Border Patrol, the Federal Aviation Administration and the U.S. Department of Commerce. Anyone over 18 from a country the U.S. does business with, who has a valid credit card, can buy at these auctions, many of which are conducted online. Auction participants are hard to identify as their bids are recorded only by user names, but it's unlikely that anyone is buying a load of 75 used CPUs for personal use. And there are thousands of waiting online buyers. In the U.S., a laptop sells on eBay about every 45 seconds, reports senior category manager Stephani Regalia, who helped launch eBay's ReThink program devoted to selling used electronics.

The GSA keeps records of who's bought equipment, but does not track what happens to equipment that's been sold, nor does it ask buyers why they're purchasing the electronics. "Why would we?" asks a GSA staffer in Boston. The result is that at both the state and federal level, large quantities of electronics are purchased by brokers, auctioneers and individual dealers who often sell the equipment for export. 

For example, one company that has bid at GSA auctions, CTBI Co., of San Antonio, also works as the Morsi Corp. Mike Hancock, the company's proprietor, tells me that he sells working equipment to overseas buyers, including those in Indonesia. The scrap, he says, goes to China, Pakistan and Canada, but another company handles those transactions, so he doesn't track things further. As far as he's concerned, none of his scrap has ended up in Nigeria. "I don't do business in Nigeria," Hancock says. "There are too many bad credit cards there." 

One electronics recycler that does do business in Africa is Arizona-based ScrapComputer.com. The staff person I spoke to (who would not give me his name), in the company's Chicago office, says nothing ends up in landfills, and that working equipment is refurbished for schools or sold on eBay. But it also exports computers to India and China where, the staffer says, functional CRTs are remade into TVs. ScrapComputer also sends equipment -- all working, I am told -- to Malaysia and Egypt, and to West African countries including the Congo. Clearly, this is not the only company selling into Africa, but given the fluid nature of the business, it's extremely difficult to pin down which recyclers knowingly sell e-scrap with a blind eye to dumping and unsound recycling methods. 

Still curious to know how a computer owned by Wisconsin's Wauwatosa School District ended up in Lagos, I tracked down the office, SWAP (Surplus With a Purpose), that handles used computers for Wisconsin school districts. Tim Sell, SWAP's business manager, tells me that SWAP -- part of the University of Wisconsin -- accounts for everything it handles. He says equipment not refurbished for donations or placed in state offices goes to the Wisconsin State Corrections Department's computer recycling facilities, which refurbish and recycle used computers. 

But he bemoans the legal loopholes that make e-scrap so hard to track. "Recyclers lie to us," he says, explaining that despite assurances, equipment and parts probably do end up being handled in ways SWAP would rather it did not. When I ask about the computer in Nigeria, Sell tells me he knows that individual customers buy equipment from SWAP and stockpile it for sale to bulk buyers either here or overseas, including those who buy to sell in Africa. With so many unknowns and loopholes in the current system of accounting for used electronics sent for recycling, "I don't know how you're going to stop these exports 100 percent," says Sell. 

- - - - - - - - - - - -
The U.S. may be one of the world's biggest consumers of high-tech electronics, but unlike the European Union or Japan, the U.S. has no national system for handling e-waste. Unless a state or local government prohibits it, it's currently legal to dump up to 220 pounds a month of e-waste, including CRTs and circuit boards, into local landfills. Several dozen states have introduced e-waste bills, and a handful of U.S. states -- California, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Washington -- have recently passed substantive e-waste bills, some of which bar CRTs from their landfills. E-waste bills have also been introduced in the House and Senate, but neither would create a national collection system.

The export of e-waste has been discussed in Congress but no legislation to regulate this trade has yet been introduced. Matt Gerien, press secretary to Rep. Mike Thompson, D-Calif., who has co-sponsored an e-waste bill in the House, says, "Ironically, what brought Representative Thompson to this issue are these export problems." But neither the bill that Rep. Thompson has co-sponsored with Rep. Louise Slaughter, D-N.Y., nor the one introduced by Sens. Ron Wyden, D-Ore., and Jim Talent, R-Mo., would deal with exports. 

Meanwhile, says Laura Coughlan of the EPA's Office of Solid Waste, the Bush administration has drafted legislation that would allow the U.S. to ratify the Basel Convention, but is waiting for final clearance for transmittal to Congress. And the Ban amendment, which essentially prohibits sending e-waste from wealthy to poorer countries, "has created issues for U.S. ratification of the convention," says Coughlan, who explains that no "U.S. administration has supported ratification of this amendment, and the U.S. government has been unable to reach consensus with domestic stakeholders." 

Legislation in Europe has made electronics recycling mandatory throughout the E.U., as it is in Japan and some other countries. Companion legislation requires the elimination of certain toxics -- among them lead, cadmium and hexavalent chromium used in solder, batteries, inks and paints -- from electronic products, and given the global nature of the high-tech industry, these new materials standards could effectively become world standards. Many such changes have already been made and more are in the works, but the old equipment now being discarded remains laden with toxics. 

As U.S. lawmakers, manufacturers, environmental advocates, waste haulers and recyclers struggle to find a way to collect the nation's high-tech trash, Americans are left with what policymakers are fond of calling a patchwork of regulations and recycling options. This makes things as confusing for manufacturers as it does for consumers and recyclers. "At some point, the 'feds' will have to step in and harmonize things," says Ted Smith of the Silicon Valley Toxics Coalition. 

In 2005, the EPA held an electronics recycling summit. Among the issues participants grappled with, and on which there is no industrywide or national policy, are that of certifying electronics recyclers and exporting electronic waste. Complaints were voiced about the difficulty of dealing with products designed with materials that make recycling complicated and expensive. But loudest of all were complaints that the U.S. had too many confusing and uncoordinated recycling efforts. A year later, a few more state laws regulating e-waste have been passed but little else has been done to stop the steady stream of used computers, cellphones and TVs that are ending up overseas, in dumps, polluting soil, water and air. 

http://www.greendiary.com/entry/elizabeth-grossman-an-environmental-journalist-explores-the-entire-life-cycle-of-high-tech-electronics/
Has anybody ever thought what the other side of this digital age is? Well, Elizabeth Grossman, an environmental journalist discloses the latent veracity about the digital devices. Deep within every electronic device lie toxic materials that make up the bits and bytes, a complex thicket of lead, mercury, cadmium, plastics, and a host of other often harmful ingredients. Want to know more? Well, scroll down and have a glimpse to what the journalist have to say...
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1. Who is Elizabeth Grossman in flesh and blood?
Elizabeth: I’m a third generation native of New York City who moved to Portland, Oregon ten years ago. I began writing full time in 1999, freelancing, writing about environmental and science issues - subjects I’ve been interested in since I began visiting the American Museum of Natural History as a child. The Pacific Northwest where the environment - the condition of rivers, forests, salmon and other native species - is an everyday issue, so this is a great place from which to be writing about these topics. My interest in what became “High Tech Trash” began with an investigation of water quality in the Willamette River, the river that flows through the city of Portland is which is about two minutes walk from my front door. I love to hike, go camping and paddling, to watch birds and sketch landscapes and the Northwest is a perfect place for getting out doing that. I also love to travel and am the kind of writer who likes to see what she’s writing about, so visit as many of the places I write about as I can.
2. Elizabeth, would you please shed some light on the evolution of tech recycling, the advantages of mining circuit boards instead of natural landscapes, and possibilities for a cleaner, healthier tech industry?
Elizabeth: As I understand it, interest in recycling high tech electronics began and is driven economically by interest in recovering metals - copper, precious metals that include gold and silver, and to some extent other metals. Mining companies quickly realized that it was more efficient, both in terms of money and natural resources, to mine a pile of old circuit boards than it would be to extract the equivalent amount of gold from raw ore from a mine, especially when you consider the great environmental costs of mining, both directly to the landscape and mining’s impact on local communities.
Copper as well as gold and other precious metals are essentially one hundred percent recyclable, meaning that they can be reused an infinite number of times. And right now, at current recycling rates, we are simply throwing away close to ninety percent of all these metals used in electronics. –Traditional desk top computers, with the big monitors (rather than flat screens) can contain as much as two to four pounds of copper, and have circuit boards that are between 30 and 50 percent metal.

And while there is far less than an ounce of gold in a computer, it’s valuable enough to make it worth recovering. So while there may someday be a way to make computers and other electronics without metal, when metal is necessary, it seems environmentally sensible to recover and reuse as much of this material as possible.

Plastics present a much greater recycling challenge than metals as there are so many different plastics used in electronics. They are often difficult to separate, and collecting sufficient quantities of a single type of plastic to put into reuse is also challenging. But getting plastics out of the waste stream and into new products is important as many of the current generation of plastics used most commonly in electronics contain chemicals that once released into the environment via disposal in landfills, open fires and incinerators are hazardous and toxic.

The leaded glass used in traditional monitors and televisions (ones that contain a cathode ray tube) can also be recycled but as flat screens begin to overtake CRTs in new equipment reusing leaded glass becomes more challenging, but there are uses for it in metals production, for example, and it should by all means be kept out of landfill as it contains not only lead, but also cadmium, barium and phosphorus.

3. Elizabeth, we would like to hear your experience in Sweden at the e-recycling plant?
Elizabeth: The interesting thing about the electronics recycling that takes place at the Boliden plant in Skelleftea, Sweden (this is up in the north on the Baltic, about two hours drive from the Finnish border), is that bits of old electronics - primarily circuit boards - are put into a smelter along with raw copper ore. The two streams of materials - electronics and ore - actually go into the same enormous cauldron where they are melted down and poured into molds to make new copper bars that end up as sheets of metal and wire and other new copper products. The used electronics are sorted and separated then shredded at a facility essentially next door to the smelter. These electronics come not just from Scandinavia but also from other recycling facilities all around the world, including the U.S. So that it’s entirely possible that an old Macintosh computer I once used could end up in a copper smelter in Sweden about 100 kilometers from the Arctic Circle. 
4. What do you have to say about pop apart cell phone?
Elizabeth: I haven’t studied the pop apart cell phone in detail, but any innovations that make electronics easier to disassemble for refurbishing and upgrade for subsequent reuse or materials recovery is essential to diverting equipment from the waste stream. I’ve been told that removing the tiny mercury-bearing fluorescent lamp from a flat screen monitor can involve as many as 27 different screws. And dismantling my old iBook to remove its hard drive when I needed to send it for data recovery required downloading a 40-page manual. Clearly, these are bars to efficient recycling and reuse and anything that would improve the process and make it less labor-intensive is beneficial.
5. Who do you think is the leader in the world right now for responsibly dealing with the waste?
Elizabeth: Europe, the European Union, arguably has the most comprehensive laws regulating disposal of e-waste - and the EU’s e-waste regulation is accompanied by a law restricting the use of certain hazardous substances in electronics (standards which have quickly become virtually global), but Japan has also set up a national system for collecting used electronics for recycling which is mandatory, and other countries are following suit. As one of the world’s most prodigious users of electronics, the U.S., which still has no national regulation or system for collection and recycling lags conspicuously behind the EU and Japan.
6. What is your opinion on the Electronic Product Environmental Assessment Tool (EPEAT)?
Elizabeth: Overall, EPEAT seems like a very good start toward incorporating environmentally preferable features into electronics purchasing decisions. EPEAT is designed for large volume purchasers — companies and organizations and government that buy large quantities of equipment — but it would be great if this could be extended to small business and individual consumer purchasers. Anyone can make use of EPEAT criteria and make choices based on them, but ideally, these criteria would be universal. EPEAT criteria do not include a ban on use of prison labor for recycling. It does include restrictions on export of equipment and components for recycling but as with other similarly restricted exports, the question of enforcement remains. But EPEAT is new so it remains to be seen how what its actual impacts will be and if manufacturers will make additional improvements to achieve the highest EPEAT ratings for all equipment.




7. Could you please give us brief synopsis regarding your book High Tech Trash?

Elizabeth: What I decided to do in High Tech Trash was to explore the entire life cycle of high tech electronics, from extraction and processing of raw materials, through the manufacturing process to what happens to this equipment when we dispose of it. I wanted to make the connection between the natural world and the digital devices that have given us cyberspace, instant messaging and whole libraries of information, music and videos that appear on our computer screens, apparently out of thin air. This is an international story in every possible respect, because the manufacturing of materials and components that go into a single piece of equipment takes place on numerous continents, and when equipment is disposed of, it’s very likely that different materials will also end up in different countries and continents. In addition, the environmental impacts of resource extraction, manufacturing and disposal of electronics span the globe.
The book also looks at historical or legacy issues of pollution and health impacts of high tech manufacturing and at evolution of public policy regarding electronic waste.

I traveled over 50,000 miles working on the book, interviewed over 200 people, went down to the bottom of an underground mine (over a kilometer), wore lots of borrowed hard hats and safety glasses and saw, literally, acres of discarded computer equipment.

8. Do you think that current environment crisis is a result of lack of social responsibility or conscience?
Elizabeth: Wow. That’s a huge question. There are always some people, and I’ve spoken to a few, who say they simply don’t care, that what they can’t see or smell or feel, doesn’t concern them. But many more people, I think, certainly individually, actually want to do the right thing when it comes to the environment - to take care of their waste responsibly, to make decisions that will protect safe drinking water, clean air, safe food and to protect their families from harmful chemicals. Putting that into practice is, of course, another matter - and there are often many obstacles.
The current crisis, however, I think stems from a combination of decisions - some made long ago - that set us on the course of not incorporating the costs of waste (obsolete products, packaging, emissions, by-products, environmental destruction or health impacts) into those of production, and decisions in our choice of materials and design and production process. Some of these choices were due to lack of knowledge but others, I think, have been expedient - made to cut costs, rush products to market and to maximize profits. Both social responsibility and conscience were involved, I think, both in setting us on our present course and are involved in making changes needed to solve these problems.

9. Where you would like to take your fight, are there any set goals?
Elizabeth: I don’t really consider myself an activist on this issue in the sense that I don’t lobby, but based on my research it seems essential that everywhere that high tech electronics — computer equipment, cell phones, digital music and video devices, et al. — are used, whether it’s the U.S., India, Nigeria, China, Mexico or Kazakhstan, there should be some sort of system and infrastructure for dealing with this equipment at the end of its useful life. We also need to design equipment so that it does not contain toxic materials and in ways that ultimately cut back on the need to replace equipment so rapidly, and in ways that facilitate reuse and materials recovery. There needs, I think, to be regulation in place to prevent improper disposal of e-waste and export of e-waste to places where it will be handled or disposed of under environmentally and socially harmful and irresponsible conditions. Based on what I learned working on “High Tech Trash” it also seems clear that we need to revise our policies and regulations to better protect people and the environment from exposure to hazardous and toxic chemicals used in and to manufacture consumer products. That said, even since I began working on the book a few years ago, awareness of all these issues has grown tremendously and many positive changes have taken place. Much more still has to happen but lots of changes are underway.
10. Any parting words of advice, you’d like to give to our readers?
Elizabeth: When any of your digital devices become defunct, make sure it does not go into the trash. Use a manufacturer’s take-back program or a municipal one if it’s available (or a responsible recycler) to make sure the equipment goes into responsible reuse or recycling. Try to make your equipment last as long as possible, use it as efficiently as possible (energy, paper, etc) and for resource conservation’s sake, acquire only what you really need.
11. Finally, we would like to have your thoughts on the Instablogs News Network and all its related sites. Which one is your favorite?
Elizabeth: I have to confess that I hadn’t read or known of Instablogs News Network until you wrote to me earlier this month! I read dozens of articles from newspapers and magazines on-line everyday, so I’ve been a bit slow to find time for blogs. International news and articles from a non-US, non-European perspective are those I’d probably read most often on Instablogs because they would expand the points of view and perspectives I’m currently most frequently exposed to - particularly in politics and environmental issues.
Before signing off, I’d like to thank Elizabeth for sparing out her valuable time for this wonderful interview- which we had via email- and acquainting us with the tech recycling. Also, we’d like to wish her luck for all her future endeavors. 
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