E-Waste

Electronic waste, or e-waste, has become such an environmental issue that some states have taken legislative action to support disposal of high-tech gadgets. Both houses of the California Legislature passed Senate Bill 20. According to this bill, a recycling fee must be paid by the manufacturers of cathode ray tube (CRT) devices made for televisions and computer monitors. Under this bill, the manufacturer will add the cost of recycling CRTs to the initial price of a new unit. The fee is not to exceed $30 per CRT device. 
Recently, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) ruled that televisions must be equipped with technology for receiving over-the-air digital signals. As consumers buy new televisions, they will discard an estimated 500 million CRT devices that need to be recycled. 

Other used electronics that will be discarded in the next ten years, such as computer circuit boards, contain lead, mercury, cadmium, and other toxins. Texas estimates that this e-waste will cost their state at least $605 million, as well as threaten public health. A recent study in Texas predicts that more than 5 billion pounds of toxins from e-waste will be buried in Texas landfills by 2015 if no new laws are enacted.

In Virginia, there are several locations throughout the state where used electronic equipment can be taken to be recycled. These electronic devices include televisions and monitors, computers and peripherals, audio and stereo equipment, VCRs, DVD players, video cameras, telephones, fax and copy machines, cell phones, wireless devices, and video game consoles. Some materials found in used electronics, such as circuit boards, are valuable and can be recycled. Gold, silver, and palladium are a few of the precious metals found in circuit boards.
Some industry studies show that 500 million wireless phones are already e-waste. A wireless phone consists of 40 percent metals, 40 percent plastics, and 20 percent ceramics and other metals. Copper can be found in wireless device chargers. 

The hazardous materials found in e-waste can cause serious health risks, such as skin and bone diseases or cancer. Other health risks include damage to the eyes, heart, respiratory system, muscles, kidney, liver, or nervous system. Some toxins become airborne when used electronic equipment is dismantled. Other toxins may seep into water supplies when devices are discarded in landfills.

Nearly 500 million personal computers will become obsolete between 1997 and 2007, according to the National Recycling Coalition. One computer manufacturer will pick up any computer for $7.50. In 2004, the manufacturer recovered 35 million pounds of computer products. They hope to recover almost 50 percent more in future years. 

E-waste disposal and recycling is an evolving area of regulations that is constantly changing. At the federal level, the Electronic Waste Recycling Act of 2003 directs companies on the disposal of used electronic equipment, such as computers, copiers, and fax machines. 

E-waste is not only a problem in the United States. More countries are beginning to draft legislation for disposal or recycling of electronic products. Switzerland, China, India, and South Africa are some of the countries working on this problem. 


