he production of electrical and electronic devices is the fastest-growing

sector of the manufacturing industry in industrialised countries. At the same
time, technological innovation and intense marketing engender a rapid
replacement process. Every year, 20 to 50 million tonnes of electrical and
electronic equipment waste ("e-waste") are generated world-wide, which
could bring serious risks to human health and the environment.

Background

Industry seduces with gadgets and utilities that can lead
to a more convenient, flexible and independent life. The
production of electric and electronic equipment is a
fast-growing industry. It ranges from large household
appliances such as refrigerators and air conditioners,
computers and stereo systems, to hand-held digital
apparatuses and cell phones. Recent digital equipment
has a life-cycle of only a few years; frequently, even less.
E-waste differs from the normal ; municipal waste
stream.

Firstly, it is generated at
1998, six million tonnes of
generated (Arensmann, 2000),
of the municipal waste stream.
to increase by at least 3-5% per
three times faster than the
streams' general growth.

alarming rates. In
e-waste were
which represents 4%
Its volume is expected
annum, a rate nearly
municipal waste

i It US dotiars
per year (2002)
300
US dollars per capita
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It can also be hazardous. Electronic devices form a
complex mixture of materials and components, often
containing several hundreds of different substances,
many of which are toxic and create serious pollution upon
disposal. These include heavy metals such as mercury,
lead, cadmium, chromium and flame retardants such as
polybrominated biphenyls (PBB) and polybrominated
diphenylethers (PBDEs).

Finally, the production of electric and electronic
devices is a very resource-intensive activity. The
environmental burden due to the production of electrical
and electronic products ("ecological baggage") exceeds
by far the one due to the production of other household
materials. A UN study found that the manufacturing of a
computer and its screen takes at least 240 kg (530
pounds) of fossil fuels, 22 kg (48 pounds) of chemicals
and 1.5 tonnes of water - more than the weight of a
rhinoceros or a car (Kuehr and Williams, 2003).

Data source: World Bank "World Development Indicators 2004"
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