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Responsible e-waste value chains

This summary is based on a rapid review that provided an assessment of Responsible
E-Waste Value Chains in Africa.!

@O Introduction

Avalue chain is a concept describing the full process of a business’s activities in the
creation of a product or service - from the initial reception of materials through to its
delivery to market (Chai, 2021). When e-waste is collected and treated formally, it
normally includes the following steps: Collection, Sorting and Disassembly, Size
reduction, and Separation.

Formal e-waste recycling is an important and growing industry in many countries.

In many contexts, downstream vendors purchase the e-waste components that have
been separated, dismantled and recovered by recyclers. When e-waste is handled in
the informal economy, the value chain is more complex, with multidirectional flows
and numerous actors.

The process of treating e-waste is an important consideration in the current context
of the energy transition. Whilst the aspirations of this transition are laudable, products
associated with these goals can become major contributors to the e-waste challenge.
The necessary wind turbines, solar panels, electric car batteries, and other “green”
technologies require vast amounts of resources. Further to this, at the end of their
lifetime, they can pose environmental hazards.

@) What are the elements of sustainable e-waste
management?

Given the e-waste challenges faced by the energy transition explored in the first explainer
and wider concerns around the environment and climate change, many have argued

that current non-circular economic practices are no longer fit for purpose. Current linear
economic models are not sustainable and suffer from instability due to their high
dependence on limited natural resources. This has led to calls for the development of
circular value chains, including in the production of electronic goods (Ellen MacArthur
Foundation, 2021).

Five pillars of a sustainable e-waste management system have been identified by ITU
(2027):

> Business and finance: The most sustainable system is one that is self-financing.

> Policy and regulation: This signals the government’s intent to engage in e-waste
management.

> Technology and skills: Appropriate technology and skills across the value chain are
essential for successful implementation.

> Monitoring and control: Monitoring and enforcement create a level playing field.

> Marketing and awareness: Awareness on the part of consumers and commercial
customers is key to e-waste management (this should be focussed on recycling and
reuse).

1Avis, W. (2022). Responsible E-Waste Value Chains in Africa. K4D Helpdesk Report No. 1074. Institute of Development
Studies. DOI 10.19088/K4D.2022.015
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© How s aresponsible e-waste
value chain developed?

To support the development of a responsible e-waste
value chain, the following elements must be addressed:

> There needs to be an understanding how e-waste
is currently managed: This is a crucial starting point
for all countries looking to establish or revitalise their
e-waste management system.

> There is no one-size-fits-all solution to building
a robust e-waste management system based on
extended producer responsibility:2 Although there are
good practices and lessons from across the world,
it is important that countries adapt these to local
situations, taking into consideration their e-waste
generation rates, recycling capabilities, the presence
of ‘producers’ and expectations of stakeholders.

> Participation is key for successful e-waste
implementation: An e-waste system built without a
participatory approach is likely to be hampered by a
lack of stakeholder buy-in, unrealistic expectations and
regulations that do not adequately reflect the reality
on the ground.

> The detail is important: An overarching policy
is necessary, but more specific guidelines and
implementation action plans are crucial for ensuring
action.

> Informed decision-making involves data and
relevant engagement: The choices made for the
e-waste sector should be founded on two crucial
elements - on-the-ground data and inputs from
affected stakeholders.

> There needs to be political will to achieve e-waste
management: Enforcement of sustainable practices
is dependent on the government mandate. Thus,
adequate resources and financing need to be set
aside for this aspect.

@ How can regional integration
enable sustainable e-waste
management in Africa?

In the African context, ITU (2021) have highlighted the
potential for regional integration among countries as a
tool to addressing pan-African e-waste issues. Possible
benefits include:

> Pooling and consolidation of e-waste management
efforts

> Improving the quality of recycled products through
competition

> Increasing economies of scale

> Opening up larger, more diverse markets

> Increased trade flow and integration

> More capital through consolidation

> Better information, technology and knowledge sharing

> Potential for promoting a diversified workforce
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