


stressed these machines were coming
from “a working environment”. 

They were happy to sell EIA’s cover
company untested monitors for export to
China. Irfan said the company’s main
overseas markets were Pakistan, India
and the Middle East. He drew attention
to the dwindling supply of CRTs in the
UK but said there was a large stock
available in other European countries,
which Micro Traders was able to ship to
the UK for onward sale outside of the
EU. Irfan noted that while the company
normally ships CRTs packed on pallets,
some buyers requested the monitors be
packed loose into a shipping container in
order to fit in more units. He offered to
do this for EIA’s cover company but
warned it could be expected that about
15 per cent of CRTs shipped this way
would be broken in transit.

The British Connection
The firm British Connection is based in
North London and claims to have “a vast
client portfolio [which] includes many
large multinational companies, blue chip
corporations, as well as local and central
government bodies”.35 The company
claims on its website to by fully 
WEEE-compliant and states that all 
non-working equipment is “disposed of
in an environmentally friendly manner”.36

British Connection’s website includes
testimonials from an unnamed large
British university and a Home Counties
borough council.

EIA visited the British Connection 
premises in East London in July 2009

after seeing online adverts by the 
company for CRTs. Investigators met
with sales agent ‘Altan’, who claimed
the company tests every CRT it 
receives, but stated it had exported 
non-working ‘scrap’ CRTs in the past, 
to destinations including Vietnam 
and China. 

Altan said the company makes a 
shipment of scrap CRTs approximately
every six months. Investigators were
shown 300 scrap CRTs in the 
company’s warehouse, which Altan said
had been collected during the previous
six months and which were clearly
labelled ‘scrap’. He offered to sell the
scrap CRTs for shipment to China, 
stating he did not believe there would be
any problem with the shipment clearing
UK Customs. Altan explained that while
British Connection usually packs the
goods into the shipping container, and in
some instances handles the exportation,
in most cases the buyers handle the
shipping. He stated that for the scrap
CRTs shipped to Vietnam, British
Connection handled the exportation,
while for the shipments to China the
buyer brought and loaded its own 
shipping containers. 

When questioned in a follow-up phone
call about the potential legal issues 
with exporting scrap CRTs, Altan
changed his story and claimed the 
CRTs he had shown EIA investigators
were actually tested and working but
had purely cosmetic damage such as
broken cases, despite being clearly
labelled as scrap. 
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ABOVE:
Environment Agency staff remove 
illegal e-waste from the container
detained at Felixstowe following a 
tip-off from EIA.
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DUTY OF CARE FAILURE 

EIA investigations reveal widespread
illegal trade in waste CRT monitors
leaving the UK. Some companies posing
as recyclers also sell on e-waste with 
no regard for the final destination.
Undercover work has revealed how
many traders knowingly sell on e-waste
for illegal export to developing countries,
breaking the duty of care to deal 
responsibly with e-waste collected from
businesses and the public.

This failure of care extends throughout
the supply chain, from brokers carrying
out the export right up the ladder to
Producer Compliance Schemes, local
authorities and the operators they 
contract to oversee civic amenity 
sites. By failing to audit and verify 
the final destination of e-waste, many 
companies are facilitating this harmful
and illegal trade.

Information obtained from Croydon and
Merton councils confirmed that civic
amenity sites in both boroughs are 
managed by Environmental Waste
Controls Ltd (EWC) and that the 
logistics company DHL acts as the
Producer Compliance Scheme 
overseeing e-waste left at the sites.
EWC advertises itself as a “Multiple
award-winning waste and recycling 
management company” with numerous
large clients from both the corporate 
and local authority sectors. DHL is a
multinational logistics group. As part 
of its services, it runs one of the UK’s
largest producer compliance schemes
with more than 450 customers.

Yet EIA's tracker investigation shows
how three broken CRTs deposited at two
of the councils' sites ended up in the
hands of two outside companies, both
EA-licensed and approved Operators,
which subsequently diverted the e-waste

into export streams destined for West
Africa. While the exporting companies
are directly accountable, the case shows
that EWC, DHL and Croyden and Merton
councils failed to exercise a duty of care
for e-waste under their control.

A comparable case occurred in June
2010 when the Environment Agency
prosecuted Plymouth City Council for
gross negligence for selling electrical
items to recycling firms which sold them
on to a third party being investigated for
allegedly illegally exporting hazardous
waste to Africa. The council failed to
undertake its duty of care, adopting a
'no questions asked' approach for which
it was fined almost £12,000.37

Until local councils and the companies
they contract take responsibility for
ensuring e-waste in their care does not
leak onto the black market, the problem
will remain.      

PRODUCER 
COMPLIANCE SCHEME

Under the WEEE directive, a proportion
of consumer electronic waste must be
recycled. In order to meet these 
objectives, manufacturers and retailers
of electrical and electronic equipment
(EEE) must join a producer compliance
scheme and make payments to the
scheme to cover the cost of recycling
obsolete equipment. 

These compliance schemes act as a 
link between those held responsible for
initially producing the equipment and
those charged with disposing of it
responsibly through recycling.  

Recycling e-waste in the UK is a 
complex business, often involving a
chain of companies. For example, 
e-waste left at a council site is usually

ABOVE:
Illegal shipment of thin film 
transistor (TFT) screens seized 
en route from the EU to Hong Kong
– the TFTs has been hidden behind
bales of plastic scrap.
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collected under a compliance scheme.
Instead of directly dealing with the 
e-waste, some compliance schemes 
sub-contract operators to collect and
recycle different categories of e-waste,
such as CRTs, fridges, fluorescent
tubes, large and small household 
appliances and other electrical equipment.
This waste is not usually quantified at
the civic amenity site, only when it
reaches an authorised treatment facility.
This lack of stringent auditing leaves an
opening for waste leaving council sites
to be diverted to illegal markets.

The control system in the UK is further
complicated by the sheer number of
Producer Compliance Schemes. The 
UK has the most compliance schemes 
of any EU country; 36 compared to just
four in France, three in Germany and
two in the Netherlands.

The rationale behind the UK’s 
extraordinarily large number of schemes
was to create a market-based system
which would drive down the costs of
recycling for equipment manufacturers.
Yet industry experts suggest this 
competitive system has instead driven
down the price paid for recycling to such
a low level that, in some instances,
responsible recyclers are driven out of
the market.

Andrew Morgan, Operations Director for
Sims Recycling Solutions Europe, said:
“Competition between Producer
Compliance Schemes is proving
unhealthy, with many of the schemes
placing low cost ahead of the ability to
demonstrate treatment to the appropriate
standards and best available technology.
In Sims’ experience, only a select few of

the schemes have demonstrated any
desire to effectively audit the supply
chain and ensure that the interests of
the producers and society are being met.”

By sending Freedom of Information Act
requests to a range of local councils in
the UK, EIA learned that in one instance
the fee paid under a compliance scheme
was just £1.10 for recycling a CRT and
£2.22 for a fridge. All the other councils
surveyed were unaware of the rates paid
by the compliance schemes they had
contracted. EIA canvassed the opinions
of reputable recycling companies and
was told the actual cost of recycling a
CRT is between £1 and £4, depending
on volumes, with transportation adding
a further £0.50-£1 to the total cost.    

It appears that the existence of a 
multitude of compliance schemes in the
UK has prompted a rush to the lowest
price, undermining the legitimate 
recycling market and providing an 
additional incentive for illegal trade.        

TIGHTENING THE REGULATIONS

The WEEE Directive sets recycling and
reuse targets. These are currently at a
minimum of 4kg per person per year;
however, this doesn’t accurately reflect
the amount of e-waste generated each
year. In 2009, the UK collected 7kg per
inhabitant but, despite being almost 
double the collection target, this equated
to just 33 per cent of waste arising.38

It is currently estimated only one-third
of electrical and electronic waste in the
European Union is reported as separately
collected and appropriately treated, with the
remainder either treated in a substandard
manner or exported outside the EU.39
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BELOW:
TV sets for sale in a market in 
Lagos, Nigeria.



In order to improve the efficacy of the
WEEE Directive, it is undergoing revision.
In February 2011, the European
Parliament agreed proposals to introduce
new targets which will be progressively
increased by 2016. Under the revised
directive, Member States will have to
collect 85 per cent of WEEE arising.40

Industry experts have already warned
that the targets might not be aggressive
enough as the actual amount collected
will be dependent upon how a Member
State defines ‘WEEE arising’.41

THE NEED FOR 
ROBUST AUDITING
From the moment a member of the 
public leaves an item of e-waste at a
civic amenity site until it is recycled, it
should be monitored via an audit trail.
The current system falls short of this,
with many local councils failing to 
measure the amount of e-waste collected.
Usually, the waste collected is not 
measured until it reaches an Approved
Authorised Treatment Facility (AATF).
Often the disposal site and the AATF
are not geographically close to each
other and fall under different local
authority jurisdictions. These gaps in
the audit trail facilitate the leakage of 
e-waste onto the black market. 

SECURITY IMPLICATIONS

Exporting waste computers to developing
countries poses significant security 
concerns. End-of-life computers often
contain sensitive personal information
and bank account details which, if
exported without being wiped, leave
opportunity for fraud.

Companies investigated by EIA made
claims to have contracts with various
Governmental institutions, including the

Ministry of Defence, NHS surgeries and
the Fire Service. If e-waste traders are
unwilling to take the time to test a 
computer to see if it is working before
selling it for export, it’s also unlikely
they would incur the expense of 
ensuring hard drives are correctly wiped
before selling them on.

Stopping illegal exports of e-waste from
developed countries is not just about
reducing the environmental and human
health impacts of our waste but has 
far-reaching and potentially very costly
security implications. Current 
enforcement efforts against illegal 
e-waste exports simply do not reflect 
the real impacts of this crime.

THE RIGHT WAY TO DO BUSINESS

Many illegal e-waste exports are 
carried out under the guise of 
‘secondhand goods’, yet there exists a
wholly legitimate business involving the
supply of used but working electronic
equipment to developing countries.
Ensuring compliant exports of 
secondhand electronics is at the heart 
of efforts to prevent e-waste exports. 

Computer Aid International is a UK-based
charity which provides high-quality
refurbished IT equipment to people in
developing countries. It employs a system
which enables it to verify and audit all
secondhand equipment it processes.
Each PC, laptop, monitor, printer, 
scanner and fax machine is bar-coded
and recorded onto a database as soon 
as it arrives. Monitors and PCs are 
functionality-tested and those within
Computer Aid’s specifications are
labelled as such and sent for packaging
and shipping. Non-working items have
reusable parts removed and are then
sent for recycling, with none of the
equipment or parts going to landfill. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
EIA investigations have revealed
the widespread and significant
scale of illegal e-waste exports
from the UK. All of the trackers
placed at council recycling sites
ended up in developing countries
or destined for illegal export.
Investigations into business to
business e-waste exports
revealed that the flow of CRTs is
diminishing; however, new types
of e-waste exports are just
around the corner, with traders
now increasingly offering thin
film transistor (TFT) and liquid
crystal display (LCD) monitors
for export. Those involved in
illegal e-waste smuggling are
adaptable to changing circum-
stances and it is likely they will
move quickly to exploit new
areas of opportunity. It is there-
fore essential to tackle the issue
as a whole rather than just focus
on how to stop waste CRT or
waste TV exports.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

l The UK Government should 
ensure continued funding for 
the Environment Agency to 
develop its intelligence-led 
enforcement approach

l The UK Government should 
conduct a full review of the 

Producer Compliance Scheme 
system, with the goal of 
significantly reducing the 
number of such schemes 
and setting a realistic price 
for recycling

l The UK Government should 
commission a review of 
existing contracts between 
local authorities and Producer 
Compliance Schemes to ensure 
the schemes actually have the 
infrastructure to carry out 
recycling. The review should 
include scrutiny of sub-contracts
between compliance schemes 
and service operators 

l The right to award Producer 
Compliance Schemes contracts 
should be taken out of the 
hands of local authorities and 
centralised in the relevant 
Government ministry

l All unwanted electronic and 
electrical equipment left at 
Designated Collection Facilities,
such as civic amenity sites, 
must be quantified before 
leaving the site, and audited 
records kept

l Producer Compliance Schemes
holding the contract for sites 
from where e-waste has been 

illegally exported should lose 
their contract once a successful
prosecution of the exporter 
has taken place   

l A company being investigated 
by the authorities for 
suspected illegal trade in 
e-waste should be barred from 
further export activities until 
the case is resolved

l The Environment Agency 
should tighten its procedures 
for the licensing of authorised 
treatment facilities and
contractors, including 
increased unannounced 
spot-check visits  

l Establishment of recycling 
facilities and Producer 
Responsibility in developing 
countries in order to meet 
growing domestic e-waste 
production

l Consumers or businesses 
seeking to dispose of 
unwanted electronic 
equipment should seek 
reassurances from local 
councils or recyclers that 
they have procedures in 
place to ensure it will not 
be illegally exported to 
developing countries
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