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Technology for Good 

Episode 14: E-waste – using, repairing and recycling 

 

 

 

Opening soundbites: 
 

E-waste consisting of gold, silver, copper, platinum worth at least 

$57 billion was mostly dumped or burned rather than being 

collected for treatment and reuse. 
 

Pascal Leroy - Director General of the WEEE Forum 

 

 

We have calculated that there is 54 million metric tons of e-waste 

generated. And if we are going to consume more and more waste in 

the next three decades, this amount of waste is going to double. 
 

Dr. Kees Baldé - Senior Programme Officer at the Sustainable Cycles (SCYCLE) 
Programme  
 

 

A commitment that we've made is to take back a hundred percent of 

all the products that we place on the market, and we'll actually take 

back products from our competitors as well. 
 

Jennifer Sanford - Director of International Trade & Environmental Policy at CISCO 

 

 

VO: 

 

I’m Max Jacobson-Gonzalez from ITU - the United Nations 

specialized agency for Information and Communication 

Technologies. Welcome to Technology for Good, a monthly 

podcast series exploring how technological innovations are 

contributing to the health and welfare of the planet and all its 

citizens.  
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Technology is now such an integrated part of our lives that 

updating it, replacing it and discarding dated, less desirable or 

less efficient models has become standard practice around the 

world. But one of the consequences of our technological 

evolution is the waste that it produces. E-waste, otherwise 

known as W-E-E-E or Waste from Electrical and Electronic 

Equipment, is set to be one of the greatest environmental 

challenges of the coming decades.  
 

Not only does the technology we use create mountains of e-

waste that can be difficult to dispose of safely, but much of it 

also contains valuable, rare and finite minerals and metals that 

are essential for the continuing production of new models of 

technology. Moreover, very few countries regulate this waste 

stream. E-waste is not just a topic for environmentalists, but 

for all technology producers and policymakers. We’ll hear 

much more about this, and the efforts to improve e-waste 

management, from our expert speakers on this episode of 

Technology for Good which is  being launched for International 

E-waste Day, which takes place each year to highlight the 

growing e-waste issue. 
 

First, let’s hear from Pascal Leroy, the Director General of the 
WEEE Forum the organization that developed International E-
waste Day and with whom ITU has been collaborating to  to 
spread the word on the importance of recycling and properly 
disposing of Waste from Electrical and Electronic Equipment, 
since 2019. 

 

 

Pascal Leroy - Director General of the WEEE Forum, Brussels 

 

The term e-waste or WEEE waste electrical and electronic 

equipment, means products running on a battery or a plug that have 

been discarded by their owner as waste with no intention for reuse, 

such as old mobile phones or components from data centres that 
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are no longer needed. However, in most cases they can be 

prepared for reuse or recycled into new products for future use. E-

waste is a health and environmental hazard, often containing toxic 

additives or hazardous substances such as Mercury, which damage 

the human brain and coordination system. 
 

So it's very important to discard, handle, and treat aways 

responsibly. E-waste also contains critical and valuable 

components. Electronic waste is a growing problem globally, with 

the amount of e-waste generated increasing annually. The United 

Nations expects it to reach 75 million tons by 2030 from more than 

53 million tons to day. That's an increase of 40%. Sadly, less than 

18% of the e-waste generated in 2019 was reported as collected 

and recycled.  

People need to be aware that they are supposed to return their 

electricals. End of life appliances will not magically fly into a 

recycling plant or a repair shop.  

We should be mindful that e-waste is a toxic waste stream where 

available finite resources are lost. In the circular economy. Products 

are designed for reuse over a longer period and waste is avoided. 

 

International e-waste day takes place every.year to highlight the 

growing e-waste issue and it's a global campaign involving 

hundreds of organizations from around the world and all these 

organizations are raising awareness about what should be done 

with our electricals. What can we do when we no longer use these 

electricals and when they work breakdown and so the 

internationally based day is actually supposed to show? 

The best routes for use, repair and recycle. And this year, together 
with our Members to produce responsibility organizations. We 
decided to specifically focus on the role of citizens. What kind of 
citizen do specifically at the end of the day, one thing stands out - 
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as long as citizens don't return their used broken gear to officially 
recognize collection points or sell it on or donated it to charity, we 
need to continue mining the minerals and materials, which is highly 
damaging for the environment. 

 
 

VO: 

 

You can also hear more from Pascal Leroy in conversation as 

part of another ITU podcast also featured on ITU’s podcast 

channels.- The Unconnected, hosted by Doreen Bogdan-

Martin, Director of ITU’s Telecommunication Development 

Bureau,  

 

ITU’s involvement in the e-waste conversation takes many 

forms. Our next speaker, Adel Darwish, Regional Director for 

Arab States at the ITU, goes into detail about how ITU 

promotes and supports changes toward a more 

environmentally friendly future for technology production on 

an international level.  
 

 

Adel Darwish - Regional Director for Arab States, ITU - 2020 

Session 1  
 

E-waste is a growing challenge. There are currently more mobile 

cellular subscriptions on earth than there are humans. Since 2014 

the global generation of e-waste has grown by 9.2 million metric 

tons. The global regulatory environment for e-waste is rather weak. 

Currently, only 78 out of 193, which is 40% of countries, are 

covered by an e-waste policy, legislation or regulation. By adopting 

the ITU’s Connect 2030 Agenda, ITU member states have set a 

global ITU e-waste target for 2023 to increase the global e-waste 

recycling rate to 30% and to raise the percentage of countries with 

an e-waste legislation to 50%. 
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E-waste has many challenges. For example, e-waste puts the 

health and lives of some of the world's poorest adult and child 

workers who dispose of e-waste at risk, by exposing them to toxins 

and poisons. And on the upside, the opportunities, for example, e-

waste contains several valuable raw materials such as gold, copper 

and iron, which can be used. Under the right conditions with due 

health and safety precautions e-waste recycling and refurbishment 

activities could also potentially create green jobs worldwide. 
 

In 2018 ITU member states set a global e-waste target for 2023 to 

increase the global e-waste recycling rate to 30% and raised the 

percentage of country e-waste legislation to 50%. The global e-

waste formal recycled rates stood at 17.4 and 78 countries have 

developed e-waste policy legislation or regulation covering 71% of 

the world's population. 
 

 

VO:  

 

All of the statistics you’ve heard require a system of data collection 
that can be relied upon throughout the world. Dr Kees Baldé is a 
Senior Programme Officer at the Sustainable Cycles Programme, a 
United Nations University (UNU) and United Nations Institute for 
Training and Research (UNITAR) programme that focuses on the 
development of sustainable production, consumption and disposal 
patterns, tells us more. 
 

 

Dr. Kees Baldé - Senior Programme Officer at the Sustainable Cycles 
(SCYCLE) Programme  
 

Having accurate data on the e-waste and the raw materials which 

are inside of e-waste is of very big importance to ensure that we 

have enough of this and it's not being wasted. And therefore e-
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waste also has a separate indicator within the Sustainable 

Development goals. We have started the Global e-waste Statistics 

Partnership between the ITU, the United Nations University 

UNITAR and the International Solid Waste Association, and our 

main objective is to, of course, monitor the development of e-waste 

over time and to help countries to produce e-waste statistics and to 

also make the core statistics that we are gathering available for the 

general public and for researchers. 
 

We have calculated that there is currently 54 million metric tons of 

e-waste generated, and this is a lot of e-waste. This is the 

equivalent of the weight of 1700 Eiffel Towers. And if we are going 

to consume more and more waste in the next three decades, this 

amount of waste is going to double. And in fact it is one of the 

fastest growing waste streams. So, if we look at the development of 

e-waste generation over time, we have seen that the per capita 

amount of e-waste has been growing with 2kg per capita in the past 

decade, and recycling, unfortunately, has only grown with 0.5kg per 

capita in the same time period. So, the e-waste mountain is 

currently growing faster than what we are recycling.  
 

We are collecting 17% of the global e-waste. It might not surprise 

you that the European Union and the European continent has the 

highest collection rates. And this is because all European Union 

countries have a long history with the so-called WEEE Directive, in 

which the collection and the recycling of e-waste is regulated in all 

countries. However, still, only 36% of all e-waste in Europe is 

documented to be collected. Is it about policies? Is it about 

consumption? I think we need to address all of these issues. 
 

VO:  
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Vanessa Gray is the Head of the Division for Least Developed 

Countries, Small Island Developing States, and Emergency 

Telecommunications in ITU’s Telecommunication Development 

Bureau.  
 

 

Vanessa Gray - Head of the Division for Least Developed 

Countries, Small Island Developing States, and Emergency 

Telecommunications in ITU’s Telecommunication Development 

Bureau.  
 

 

While we recognize that the digital information society and economy 

are vital, they also have an environmental impact that we need to 

consider. The full impact of materials and components critical to the 

digital economy is difficult to assess as the supply chain and 

network infrastructure are less visible to the individual or household 

consumer. It's important to identify differences in the way waste is 

discarded by business-to-business consumer versus the business 

to business sources. In a growing number of countries, mobile 

networks are moving away from 2G and 3G technology toward 

more efficient newer 4G and 5G technologies, and the introduction 

of 5G could result in an increase in e-waste related to connected 

devices. 
 

We know the transition to 5G and related infrastructure 

developments are expected to occur slowly over the next decade, 

but the question is, what will this mean for their waste footprint? 

Less attention has been paid to improving resource efficiency and 

circularity and data centers with equipment lifespans typically 

lasting one to five years. Data center expansion has resulted in 

more e-waste due to continuous equipment upgraded or replaced. 

Multidisciplinary action from industry and policymakers is needed to 

encourage sound environmental management of the wireless 
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infrastructure, data centers and IoT devices that enable our 

connectivity. 
 

There’s an even bigger problem in the least developed countries, 

where recycling and recovery options are much more limited and 

which face extra pressure in the form of exported e-waste with so 

many different organizations and sectors all dependent today on 

ICTs, collaboration and coordination is more important than ever 

before. We all need to bring our specific competency to the table 

and pool our resources. 

 

 

VO:  

 

Pooling resources and making partnerships is exactly what 

ITU has been doing with groups of nations around the world. 

One such group is known as EACO, or the East Africa 

Communications Organisation. Our next speaker, Anrita 

Zimboga, Programme Officer at ITU in Zimbabwe, is supporting 

the East Africa wide effort to improve data collection, which 

has been pinned as one of the first and most important steps 

towards regional harmonization and  ensuring that e-waste 

targets are met and improved upon in the decades to come.  
 

 

Anrita Zimboga - Programme Officer, ITU, Zimbabwe 

 

This project tracking e-waste management in East Africa, it will help 

Uganda, Rwanda, Kenya, South Sudan, Burundi and the United 

Republic of Tanzania to track progress and harmonise the 

collection of data on e-waste in the region. And I’m proud that this is 

also my region, this is also very dear to me on a personal note. 

Only 41 countries worldwide collect data on the generation of e-

waste. E-waste is a big challenge in the Africa region and helping 

more countries to collect data will be a key step towards better e-

waste management. We all know that without data we do not know 
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where we stand and we do not know how well the e-waste 

management system is performing.  
 

E-waste data is required to evaluate developments over time, 

elaborate and inform national policies, and regulation, and to limit e-

waste generation, prevent illegal dumping, promote recycling and 

promote jobs in the repairing and recycling sector. Learning from 

each other we can strengthen our capacities for e-waste data 

collection and management. It would be fantastic to see our 6 

countries of the EACO region trialing the harmonisation of e-waste 

data, not only in Africa but globally. And I’m looking forward to the 

results of this project.  
 

 

VO:  

 

The term “circular economy” has been mentioned already in 

this episode and you’ll also hear it mentioned by our next 

speaker. It’s a concept that assumes that waste and pollution 

are design flaws, rather than inevitable by-products of the 

things we make. Therefore, by changing our mindset, using 

new materials and technology, focusing on reuse, repair, to 

keep items in circulation, are all ways that we can avoid our 
technologies ending up in landfill. Jennifer Sanford, Senior 
Director, International Trade & Environmental Policy at Cisco 
Systems. Cisco develops and manufactures networking 

hardware, software, telecommunications equipment and other 

high-technology services and products - part of a commercial 

sector that is being increasingly pressured to improve systems 

and prevent e-waste from occurring in the first place. 
 

 

Jennifer Sanford - Senior Director, International Trade & 
Environmental Policy at Cisco Systems 

 

Cisco is interested in minimizing our waste footprint largely through 

circular economy principles and we really use and aspire to improve 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Networking_hardware
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Networking_hardware
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Software
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Telecommunications_equipment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/High-technology
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our ability to use circular economy principles throughout our 

business. But our goal is to decrease the use of virgin plastics by 

20% by fiscal year 25. And this is important because it means that 

products can be upgraded or fixed by swapping out parts and 

components and not having to do a complete forklift upgrade of an 

entire system. They're also designed for recyclability. We have a 

design competition every year amongst our engineers and they get 

to have fun putting together and taking apart products and figuring 

out how easy or how difficult it is to recycle a product, and it helps 

inform them as they design their products, how they can maybe do 

things a little bit more easily. 
 

Cisco has a commitment that we've made to take back a hundred 

percent of all of the products that we placed on the market and we'll 

actually take back products from our competitors as well. That's 

unusual. That's not very common for a company to do that, but we 

felt like it was the right thing to do and that we have this closed loop 

system that can manage the products and they’re reuse, recovery 

and ultimate disposition. 
 

VO:  

 

While electronics have been changing dramatically in nature 

and e-waste itself has been piling up for many years, the 

concept of circular economy and of making concerted efforts 

to prevent technology from becoming e-waste in the first place 

is only recently reaching the mainstream media. But as there 

are such impressive benefits to taking a circular approach to 

managing e-waste, and reclaiming valuable materials from  

used and end-of-life equipment, there is hope that the e-waste 

management sector will grow at a rapid pace.  
 

Now, some final words from our speakers. Pascal Leroy, 

Director General of the WEEE Forum . 
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Every single person on the planet can make a difference by just 

returning the electricals they don't use anymore or that are broken, 

you just return it to an official collection point, or you donated to a 

charity or you repair it so there's lots of things you can do as an 

individual, and you can make difference. There's absolutely critical 

that you will return your broken appliances to collection point, 

because if you don't do that, they are just stored in your house. 

And no one has access to the materials in the products and you 

can't make new products. We will have to mine new materials, and 

that's a shame, because that's much more environmentally 

damaging. 
 

VO:  

 

Dr. Kees Baldé - Senior Programme Officer at the Sustainable Cycles 
(SCYCLE) Programme  
 

 

These products that we use every day are very important for us 

because they improve the quality of our lives significantly. However, 

in the production phase of these materials and also in the 

consumption phase and in the waste phase these products and 

waste, they pose a big threat to the environment. And if we don't 

take this seriously, they will negatively impact to reach the 

Sustainable Development Goals that we are having. And next to 

that, these waste and these materials, they also contain a lot of 

materials that we need for our upcoming transition towards clean 

and renewable energy and to build our smart cities. 
 

 

VO:  

 

And here is Vanessa Gray from ITU, again: 
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Our figures highlight the urgency to address the global e-waste 

challenge. Poor official collection and recycling rates mean that 

hazardous components pollute the environment and also damage 

our human health and given the growing amount of E waste and the 

stagnating levels official collection and recycling, we are also really 

failing to extract the great amount of value that we know is 

contained any waste. At the same time, of course, this offers 

unprecedented opportunities not only to reduce the number of virgin 

materials we use, but also to transition from a linear economy to a 

circular economy for electronics. With here, really increased job 

creation possibilities and this means increasing the number of 

countries with a legal framework for e-waste management. 

Countries also need a vision for e-waste management and a 

framework in which to create meaningful and transparent 

collaboration where ITU has been acting as a convener to bring 

parties together, including government, producers, recyclers, and 

civil society. 
 

 

 

VO:  

 

We’d love to hear from you about the subjects you would like 

us to explore, and what you think about the discussions on 

each topic we cover. So, write to us at podcasts@itu.int and 

visit our website at www.itu.int   

  

We look forward to continuing to explore the technology that 

plays an intrinsic part of our everyday lives and discovering 

which technological developments can be utilised for good on 

the road to connectivity for all. 

  

If you’ve enjoyed listening to this programme, please don’t 

forget to subscribe to ITU podcasts. You can find us on 

Soundcloud, Spotify, Apple Podcasts, and more, as we try to 

http://www.itu.int/
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dig ever deeper into how technology can truly serve the 

greater good for all the residents of our planet. 

  

For Technology for Good and ITU, I’m Max Jacobson-

Gonzalez.  

  

Technology for Good. An ITU digital production.  

 


