FACT SHEET 2
Electronic waste – Health and
environmental Issues
There are many compelling reasons to divert
electronic waste from landfill. Principal among
these include:
•
•
•
•

To prevent toxic materials from contaminating
ecosystems
To reuse scarce and valuable non-renewable
resources
To reduce greenhouse emissions
To reduce the burden on the capacity of
landfills.

Toxic components of e-waste
An alarming range of toxic materials can be found
in electronics, including lead, cadmium, mercury,
brominated flame retardants, polyvinyl chloride
(PVC), chromium, arsenic and beryllium.i It is
important to divert these materials from landfill, as
they can enter the environment via leakage from
landfills, and damage the ecosystem and human
health. This toxic legacy can persist for many
generations.ii
•
•

•

•
•

Lead – causes damage to the nervous system,
circulatory system, kidneys and the
ecosystem.iii
Mercury – is toxic to human and
environmental health, and is a cause of
chronic brain damage, heart and renal
disease. It has been linked to developmental
retardation in foetuses.iv
Cadmium – is toxic to human and
environmental health, accumulating in kidney
tissue and causing cancer in humans.v It
rapidly degrades soil health, flowing on to
affect local ecosystems.vi
Beryllium – exposure to airborne beryllium
dust or fumes may cause an acute or chronic
pneumonia-like illness, which can be fatal.vii
PVC – hazardous chemicals such as furans,
dioxin and phthalates are released when PVC
is incinerated or disposed in landfill.viii

•

•

Chromium – short-term exposure to chromium
causes skin irritation and stomach ulceration.
Long-term exposure can cause liver, renal and
nerve damage, and in large doses, even
death.ix
Arsenic – is a known carcinogen.x

Resource recovery through recycling
Electronic materials contain valuable, nonrenewable resources. The reserves of some finite
materials found in electronic waste can be
measured in mere decades, as indicated below
and in the following graph.xi
•
•
•
•
•
•

Nickel – estimated to have only 90 years of
global supply left.
Copper – only 61 years of global reserves
remaining.
Lead – global reserves are estimated to last
only 42 years
Zinc – only 30 years of global reserves
remain.
Tantalum – expected to last for only another
30 years.
Indium – global reserves may last only 10
years.xii

Graph: Remaining global supply of materials
found in e-waste
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Potential natural resource savings from
recycling
Recycling of e-waste provides a tremendous
opportunity to conserve water and energy as well
as reducing greenhouse gas emissions and
landfill space. The facts are:
•

•

If 75% of the 1.5 million televisions currently
discarded were recycled, it would result in a
national saving of 23,000 tonnes of
greenhouse gases, 520 mega litres of water,
400,000 gigajoules of energy and 160,000 m3
of landfill space.xiii
One UN study found that the manufacture of
one desktop computer and standard monitor
requires at least 240 kilograms of fossil fuels,
22 kilograms of chemicals, and 1,500
kilograms of water – equivalent to that of a
mid-sized car.xiv

Underutilisation of current e-waste
recycling facilities
Australia currently has six e-waste recycling
centres operating. A purpose-built recycling plant
in western Sydney, which opened in November
2008, has a recycling capacity of 20,000 tonnes of
e-waste annually with a recycling success rate of
98%.xv However, according to its operator, the
plant was still operating at only a third of its
capacity.xvi
Without government regulation of electronic
waste, Australia’s e-waste recycling potential
remains poor compared with other OECD
nations.xvii

Job creation opportunities
Studies in the US have estimated that electronic
waste recycling projects have the potential to
create approximately 30 jobs per 1,000 tonnes of
reused and recycled equipment.xviii
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