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Introduction


The research question discussed in this paper, “How does the disposal of America’s electronic waste affect the people and environments of China, India, and Ghana?” is a multifaceted issue involving the ethical, political, and environmental ramifications of America’s electronic waste disposal processes. This topic is important for many reasons, the most prominent being it’s not an issue widely known by the public and it is controversial to those who investigate the conditions of laborers in these countries.  


While most people are familiar, in some way, with the concept of electronic waste, many aren’t aware of the fact that it’s the fastest growing form domestic waste in the world, and that the trail of waste doesn’t end when we “recycle” it at home or even at many recycling facilities. Companies in need of waste disposal find ways to circumvent the Environmental Protection Agency’s restrictions on waste exportation, and the waste is instead sent abroad where it’s cheaper to dispose of. The main controversy in ending this practice stems from the fact that recycling this waste, at the risk of their health, is the only way some of these laborers in China, Ghana, and India make their living. Of course, this is but one of the facets involved in the global issue of electronic waste that will be discussed in this paper.

Literature Review


This article and interview, “After Dump, What Happens To Electronic Waste?”, is the inspiration for this senior project. In it, the NPR staff briefly summarizes the issue of American “recyclers” exporting their waste to the shores of countries like Ghana, China, India, and Pakistan, where orphans and women sift through dangerous materials in order to locate and sell valuable metals. Jim Puckett, the director of The Basel Action Network (BAN), advises that people first try to refurbish their electronics, then find reputable recyclers to take care of the waste. 


“Poisoning the Poor: Electronic Waste in Ghana”, published by the Green Peace organization, explains how in the last couple of years there has been a shift of primary dumping grounds for electronic waste from Asian countries to Ghana. Many American companies try to disguise this act as giving outdated technology to Africans, but in reality, 25-75% of the technology is unusable according to Green Peace's research. The document is divided into several informative research topics, including “global e-waste hotspots”, “how EU e-waste is smuggled into Ghana”, and “a summary of the key chemicals and metals”. 


In “Following the Trail of Toxic E-Waste”, Allen Hershkowitz, a senior chemist at the Natural Resources Defense Council, discusses the issue of e-waste's biological harm to the citizens of countries in which it's dumped. This news story chose to focus on a town in China. According to Hershkowitz, the electronics that reach China contain “lead, cadmium, mercury, chromium, [and] polyvinyl chlorides,” all of which can cause “toxicological effects that range from brain damage to kidney disease to mutations, [and] cancers”. Also according to Hershkowitz, part of the reason e-waste is such a serious concern is because it's the “fastest growing component of the municipal waste stream worldwide.” 


In the article “E-Waste Not” by Time Magazine’s Bryan Walsh, the issue of improperly recycling e-waste is reiterated. However, this article brings to the attention of the attempts made globally to curtail the problem. One such attempt was the Basel Convention, “an international treaty designed to regulate the export of hazardous waste to developing nations.” According to the article, the U.S. is the only developed nation that refused to ratify it. In addition to this, many companies that claim to adhere to EPA standards of exporting waste violate these same rules by not getting EPA permission or the receiving country's permission to export (or import) waste with cathode-ray tubes. Not only this, but these companies masquerade as “green” by holding electronic waste recycling events. 


In “Recycling India's e-waste brings jobs to poor -- and health, environmental fears”, Washington Post's Rama Lakshmi addresses the dilemma caused by helping the poor in India by banning e-waste dumping processes. The ban would help save the environment and the workers' health, but also get rid of their livelihoods. The issue is so great that in India, a law may soon be proposed that would “set up large recycling plants and establish environmentally safe practices for disposing high-tech toxic trash,” as well as ban the practice of developing countries dumping their e-waste under the guise of charity. This law would make it mandatory to dispose of waste only at certified recycling locations. Again, this raises the problem of eliminating the only source of income for some in India. Another proposition is that of Alok Bharadwaj, the senior vice president of Cannon India, who says, “Let us charge the consumer something extra at the time of purchase, and then reimburse it when the consumer brings back the obsolete item to us.” 


“Is India’s E-Waste Problem Spiraling Out of Control?” is a Time Magazine article by Nilanjana Bhowmick that describes the conditions of the informal recycling sites in the slums of Noida, New Dehli. These conditions consist of the extraction of gold and copper in acid baths, as well as the burning of computer parts over open fires, each of which release harmful toxins into the waterways and air respectively. The workers receive $3 to $5 a day for this job at the risk of their health, as they work with no protective covering, no gloves, and nothing protecting their faces. However, there is a silver lining. According to Environment Minister Jairam Ramesh, “For e-waste, we have set up a couple of new integrated facilities. Not only for e-waste but chemical waste in general, we have signed a $90 million project with the World Bank.” 


The video and arcticle “Ghana: Digital Dumping Ground” from the PBS website not only describes the heart-breaking conditions under which children, many orphans, work, but also brings to light another dangerous aspect of e-waste dumping: cybercrime. In Ghana, where this video takes place, refurbished hard drives are sold on the street to just about anyone who can afford them. These hard drives come from people in developed countries, and still contain personal information about the original owners. As demonstrated by a technology student in Ghana, crucial information like credit card numbers and bank information, as well as any saved documents can be retrieved easily by anyone with the hard drive. This is one of the reasons Ghana is classified by the U.S. government as one of the biggest and most dangerous hubs of cybercrime. 


“The Plight of China's E-Waste Workers” by the China Labour Bulletin again points to Guiyu, China as one of the most notorious information recycling sites. In this article, the repeated theme is the conflict over doing undesirable and dangerous work, or going hungry. As one female Chinese worker stated, “I don't know yet if I like this work, but back home, there are no jobs. There is no money. There is nothing to do.” Unlike in India, where the government is beginning to crack down on this practice, China's government looks like it has no intention of doing so in the near future. Women and children continue to endure dangerous conditions in squalor, yet they can't break away because it is also their source of income. Thus is the hopelessness of the situation at hand if the multiple facets of the issue are not all fully examined. 
    


In the video “E-Waste Provides Livelihood, Threatens Health” by NewsLook, the focus is turned to the town of Seelampur in East Dehli, India. In this city, the informal recyclers can make a dollar a day selling the salvaged scrap. The video explains how in many developed countries, including the U.S., e-waste is supposed to be sent to special certified recycling facilities. However, where sending this waste to these facilities would cost agencies $15-$30, “they can make the same amount if they ship it to a developing country like India, where eager buyers think they can turn a profit from the goods.” 


The article “Responsible Recycling vs Global Dumping” by the Electronics Take Back Coalition effectively summarizes the issue as American consumers exporting their waste (and the problems attached to it) to other, less developed countries. It also contains a bulleted list of the main methods used by workers to extract the valuable materials within the electronics. The web page also mentions the Basel Action Network (BAN)'s investigative travel and research to Guiyu in China, as well as India and Pakistan. Finally, the page gives some last hard-hitting facts, like the number of poor migrant workers in Guiyu alone (100,000), and how much e-waste the U.S. exports each year (enough to fill 5126 shipping containers). 

Research Design


The key concept I wish to explore in my research is the relationship between the United States government and agencies (such as the Environmental Protection Agency) with those of the countries of China, India, and Ghana. Specifically, I plan to identify and discuss the working conditions (including wages, working environment, and average family demographics) of informal recyclers in all three countries while also comparing and contrasting them. Because the effects of e-waste are many, I wish to focus on the environmental impacts to the ecosystems of these countries, health impacts on the people surrounded by and recycling the waste, and sociopolitical impacts to the economies and cultures of these people.


Because I am limited from physically flying to China, India, or Ghana to collect data, most of my research will come from research documents from reputable organizations like Green Peace, and documents found from the Basel Action Network (BAN) website. In order to support my research, I will need to incorporate graphics like this map from the Green Peace website which shows the route electronic waste takes as it is transported from developed to developing countries.

Map 1.1: Who Gets the Trash? 
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In addition to this map, I will also utilize the interactive maps found on the Green Peace and E-Stewards websites. These will be key in analyzing the e-waste reception sites which are certified.

Action


The event that will accompany my research will be an e-waste art show, located in Norfolk due to the availability of art facilities there. The idea of an art show may sound unrelated to environmental science, but it is a good, and most importantly, interesting way to appeal to the people who attend. Generally, people are unlikely to attend an event based solely around recycling. By appealing to peoples’ senses of empathy for others through art, it’s more effective at bringing attention to the cause than a ‘day of recycling’. An art show focusing on the people affected by our waste/ the waste in general will add the human element to the situation that will spark interest. 

This action will benefit the community because it will bring awareness to an issue that otherwise might go unnoticed. Ideally, it will reach two groups of people: those in the community who are less knowledgeable on the issue of the ramifications of mishandled electronic waste, and those who are completely unfamiliar with electronic waste in general.
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