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waste not, want not
The EU should exploit the opportunities presented by electronic waste, says Janez Potočnik

W
hen did you last buy a new mobile phone? 
The speed of technological progress and the 
fierce competition in the smartphone market 
means that we are constantly tempted to 
upgrade. Many of us are replacing our phones 
every year or two.

But when we buy a new phone, what do we do with the 
old one? Perhaps you give it on to your kids (if they don’t 
already have a better one than you). You might sell it or 
recycle, but many of us simply put it in a drawer and forget 
about it, or worse, just throw it out with the rest of the 
household waste.

This would not be an issue if we were talking about a few 
old phones here and there, but there are five billion mobile 
phone users on the planet. The scale of the issue demands 
that we take a closer look and quickly.

Our fast growing consumption of electronic and electrical 
equipment – not only mobile phones, but everything from 
desktop computers to solar panels, light bulbs to fridges – 
means that we have to deal with the problem of how to deal 
with them when they become waste. We also find some of 
the resources needed to produce them are increasingly scarce. 
But in these two problems we have the beginning of a solu-
tion. Used electronic equipment can be a mine of valuable 
resources such as precious metals and plastics: we should not 
be just throwing it away, we have to recycle.

Fortunately our electronic waste is not only a problem, it is 
also an opportunity. For example it is estimated that a ton of 
e-waste can contain about 250 grams of gold alone: a more 
productive haul than in a traditional gold mine. If we recycle 
these valuable resources we save energy, reduce environmen-
tal impacts, increase the security of our raw material supply, 
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To get real results this regulatory approach will need to be 
complemented by a series of other measures. The commis-
sion will be developing further clear criteria for the quality of 
recycled materials, building awareness of the need to sort and 
recycle, and developing markets for secondary raw materials. 
Through the raw materials initiative and an innovation part-
nership we intend to break down some of the bottlenecks to 
the development and application of the necessary technolo-
gies and business models, and to encourage product design 
that enables better end-of-life treatment. There will also 
be strong need to support member states in developing and 
financing waste infrastructures.

We need to exploit the rich seams of our “urban mines” – 
the dormant resources in the mobile phone in your drawer. If 
we are able to make it both possible and desirable to re-use 
secondary resources we will bring a whole new approach to 
what our parents used to say “waste not, want not”. 

reduce our import dependency and create economic oppor-
tunity and employment in our recycling industries. A recent 
paper from Friends of the Earth in the UK estimates that if a 
target of 70 per cent for key material recycling was met, more 
than 320,000 jobs could be created in the European Union.

There is clearly a lot at stake here, so what are we doing 
about this in Europe? Some things are being done, but not 
enough, would be the easiest way of describing the situation.

The European directive on waste from electronic and elec-
trical equipment (WEEE) has been rather successful since 
2003. It has started to change our perception of e-waste from 
something we bury in holes in the ground or burn, to some-
thing that can be economically and environmentally useful. 
But we need to be far more ambitious, especially if we are 
serious about our commitment in the Europe 2020 strategy 
to go for resource efficient growth. 

The existing WEEE directive has been successful in 
reducing harmful emissions and in developing systems for 
separate collection and documented treatment. However, the 
scale of the challenge is really becoming clear now. About 
three million tonnes of e-waste is under documented control 
today, yet another estimated six million tonnes remain unac-
counted for. Not only do we risk missing out on this valuable 
resource and seeing it ‘leak’ outside the EU where we cannot 
benefit from it; we also lose control over how it is handled 
and treated. We must insist on proper treatment for health 
reasons too: gases from old fridges, mercury, cadmium and 
many other hazardous substances pose risks to our environ-
ment and to our health.

The initial WEEE target, to collect at least four kilograms 
of e-waste per capita annually in all member states, needs to 
be revisited. Assessments of the amount of e-waste gener-
ated show a range from about eight kilograms per person in 
Bulgaria to over 30 kilograms in Luxembourg. There isn’t one 
solution to fit everyone, and we need to adapt targets to the 
amount of equipment actually used in each member state.

That is why the commission has put proposals to the 
European parliament and council for a second-generation 
WEEE directive with ambitious but realistic percentage-
based targets for e-waste collection and treatment. We used 
the opportunity to learn from our experience with the current 
directive so as to increase environmental and health protec-
tion, to improve access to valuable secondary resources, and 
to reduce unnecessary administrative burdens for the produc-
ers who are responsible for the management of this waste.

We propose to strengthen the level of responsibility of 
producers, with member states ensuring that producers live 
up to their responsibilities and register all equipment sold 
on their territory. We propose to harmonise requirements, 
and strengthen cooperation and enforcement between the 
member states.
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