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     The Secretary‐General has the honour to transmit to the 
members of the United Na ons Environmental Programme the 
topic synopsis en tled “Electronic Waste Management” 
(UNEP/SYN/IIE/01.3). 
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Sec on I—Introduc on 
 

     The United Na ons Environmental Programme is the UN’s primary body for ma ers regarding ecology, 

conserva on, and environmental sustenance. It works to promote the widespread sustainable development of 

the environment. 

 

Sec on II—Topic Background 
 

          As advances in technology become increasingly more global in their adop on, there is a corresponding 

increase in electronic waste. Many components used in electronic devices are highly toxic; this makes disposing 

of electronic waste much more challenging than other types of waste. Since it is difficult, dangerous and 

expensive to process electronic waste, e‐waste in developed countries is o en shipped to developing countries 

for processing there. Developing countries will recycle the electronic waste in order to extract the high value 

materials such as gold, pla num and copper. Apple collected approximately 45,000 tons of e‐waste (from an 

extensive variety of other manufacturers, in addi on to their own products) in 2015 alone, enough to recover 

30,500 tons worth of steel, plas cs, glass, aluminum, copper, cobalt, zinc, lead, nickel, silver, n and gold. 

Based on 2016 metal market prices, that amounts to roughly $1.7 million dollars of silver, $6.5 million dollars 

of copper, and $43 million dollars of gold. However, it is unclear how much of this money, if any, is ever 

reinvested into the na ons which handle the principle risks of recycling. There are direct environmental and 

health consequences as a result of e‐waste recycling, and that burden is more o en than not shouldered by 

developing na ons. People working to recycle electronic waste are exposed to dangerously high levels of 

carcinogens and toxic metals like lead. In addi on, the pollu on can o en affect more than just those directly 

exposed to the electronic waste. Fumes from processing the waste are highly carcinogenic, and chemicals can 

seep into the ground and water sources. As the world advances, and electronics become more ubiquitous, 

there must be a way to ensure the safety of the environment. Though this is a major issue in developing 

countries, electronic waste has root causes in the developed countries that consume electronics and then ship 

the waste to developing countries. 

          The disregard of a na on’s environment to boost their economy is not a unique or modern 

phenomenon. The global scale and consequences, however, are too great to con nue overlooking; ac on must 

be taken.  

 

Sec on III—Possible Solu ons 
 

          There are many poten al solu ons that can be implemented to address the e‐waste issue. Export 

restric ons on electronic waste could incen vize developed na ons to be er address the issue, poten ally 

sparing developing na ons the burden on their environment. 
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          Another method of ensuring electronic waste is safely recycled would be to push electronics 

manufacturers to recycle and reuse their products themselves. Developing standards of manufacturing (such as 

exist currently with ISO; ISO 9001 for example.) which maximize the ability of companies to recycle their 

product might be advantageous. The move, for example, of most cell phone manufacturers away from 

proprietary charging plugs and to a USB‐B plug had a measurable impact on e‐waste produc on in Europe. 

Sec on IV—Bloc Posi ons 
 

African Bloc:  The African bloc receives more electronic waste than it produces. Many African 

na ons engage in e‐waste processing for short‐term financial gain; the long‐term 

consequences for the health and wellness of African na ons, their people, and their 

environment are s ll unfolding.  

Asian Bloc:  Asia has seen incredible growth in the amount of e‐waste generated by its popula on. 

According to the United Na ons E‐Waste Monitor, waste output from Asian countries 

from 2010‐2015 is up 63%. A booming Chinese middle‐class has skyrocketed 

consump on of electronics, and despite laws severely restric ng the importa on of 

hazardous wastes (including electronics), studies show Hong Kong receives more than 

18% of the United States’ e‐waste.   

La n American Bloc:  La n America is a rela vely emerging market for electronic waste recycling. 

Programs here are in their infancy, however corporate interest, especially from 

the United States, is growing. 

Middle Eastern Bloc:  Very li le, perhaps as low as 5%, of the electronic waste produced in the 

Middle East is recycled or repurposed. The Middle East is, per capita, among 

the most intensive users of electronic products, as well.  

Western Bloc:  Though much of the Western Bloc has made export restric ons to prevent waste 

from being shipped overseas to developing countries, falling prices for commodi es 

has made recycling within developed countries unprofitable, resul ng in many 

recycling companies expor ng waste to developing countries illegally. 

Sec on V—Ques ons That Should Be Taken Into Considera on 
 

How do we enforce current laws against expor ng electronic waste? 

 

How can we incen vize companies to recycle responsibly? 

 

How do we ensure countries will take ac on against electronic waste? 
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Sec on VI—Helpful Sites and Resources 
 

Ar cle—Time Magazine—Electronic Waste: Where Does It Go and What Happens To It? 

goo.gl/R3X4Wr (shortened URL from me.com) 

 

Ar cle—Stanford Law School—E‐WASTE: A Bigger Problem Than You Think 

goo.gl/YJU4aY (shortened URL from law.stanford.edu) 

 

Report—Interna onal Telecommunica on Union—The Global E‐waste Monitor 2017 

goo.gl/D8w2VF (shortened URL from www.itu.int) 

 

Report—United Na ons Environmental Management Group— 

United Na ons System‐wide Response to Tackling E‐Waste 

goo.gl/D9kYVr (shortened URL from unemg.org) 

 

Possible search terms—electronic waste, e‐waste, addressing electronic waste, sustainable electronics 
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