
PCS AND THE ENVIRONMENT

Inside the PC, you’ll find cadmium in

Cmos batteries, which can affect kidneys and

bones, more flame retardants in the circuit

boards as well as, especially in older

motherboards, beryllium. When

motherboards are destroyed, beryllium dust

can be released, which can affect the lungs.

Most visible inside your computer you

will find lots of PVC, a material that we often

take for granted, but when it is burned,

poisonous substances can be released.

Disposal
But while there may be some pretty

awful things inside your PC, they

are not going to kill you. The

chemicals and compounds that

make up your computer are

stable; it’s simply when

they’re not disposed of

properly that things can

become a problem.

There are two solutions

to this; the first is not to

include them in the first

place. The EU’s RoHS

(restriction of the use of

certain hazardous substances

in electrical and electronic

equipment) directive, which

came into force this year, restricts

the amount of lead, mercury,

cadmium, hexavalent chromium and

brominated flame retardants that can be

used in a wide range of products, including

computer gear – although, oddly, it doesn’t

cover guidelines on batteries.

The second solution is to make sure that

waste is disposed of properly, and the WEEE

directive imposes requirements on

manufacturers to take back equipment and

ensure that it is recycled in an appropriate way.

So far, so good, you might think. There

will be less of the nasty stuff in the future,

and our existing stuff can be disposed of

safely; in theory, households should be able

to return used equipment free of charge, so it

can be recycled.

Sadly, though, while the directive was

supposed to be law by August 2004, many

member states – including the UK – have

been a little tardy in its implementation. Try

calling a UK PC supplier and explain that you

have an old computer of theirs that you no

longer need, and you will almost certainly

discover that they won’t offer to take it back

to recycle it.

If you’re a business customer, you may

have better luck; some firms, such as HP,

have recycling services available, although

these are often contingent upon you buying

replacement equipment from the company.

It’s not all bad news on the recycling

front. A growing number of firms are offering

to recyle or re-use old computers. They will

either dispose of them safely, or ensure that

they reach someone who can make use of

them. This is often, as we explained earlier, a

better option and goes towards extending the

life of equipment as much as possible.

Where does it all go?
With EU directives on waste and toxic

chemicals still waiting to be fully

implemented, what happens to your PC

when it is thrown away?

A study in 2003 estimated that more than

130,000 tons of IT or telecoms equipment
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Computer Aid International
www.computer-aid.org

Charity that accepts donations and
gives computers to developing countries

Donate a PC www.donateapc.org.uk
Site that allows donors to list kit they
have available for good causes

Greenpeace www.greenpeace.org/
international/campaigns/toxics/electronics

Details of Greenpeace’s campaign
about high-tech waste

IT & Environment Initiative
www.it-environment.org

Research and publications about IT and
the environment

WEEE Recycling Directory
www.weeedirectory.com

Searchable directory of recyclers

Industry Council for Electronic
Equipment Recycling (ICER)
www.icer.org.uk

List of WEEE recyclers and accredited
UK recycling/refurbishing companies

Resources

METAL CASE

Hexavalent Chromium;

a known carcinogen,

also damages liver

and kidneys

PLASTIC CASE

Brominated flame

retardant; can cause

neurological

damage

BATTERY

Cadmium; causes

kidney damage

CABLES

PVC; releases

toxic compounds

when incinerated

FLAT-PANEL DISPLAY

Mercury; damages nervous system,

may be linked to heart disease

MOTHERBOARD

Berylium, causes

respiratory problems

CRT

Lead; can cause

neurological

damage

What’s lurking inside your PC?


