3. Transboundary E-Waste Trade - Environment

The recent seizure of 284 tonnes of falsely labeled e-waste in Thailand underscores a critical global crisis
- the illegal transboundary movement of hazardous materials, often referred to as "waste colonialism.”
Below is an elaborated and structured analysis of the E-Waste landscape, focusing on India and global
regulatory frameworks.

1. Background

What is E-Waste?

E-Waste (Electronic Waste) refers to all items of electrical and electronic equipment (EEE) and its parts

that have been discarded by the owner as waste without the intent of re-use.

Scope - Includes everything from large household appliances (refrigerators, ACs) to personal gadgets

(laptops, mobile phones) and medical equipment.

Composition - It is a complex mixture of high-value materials (gold, silver, copper) and highly toxic

substances.

The Hazard - When broken down improperly, it releases -

1. Heavy Metals - Lead (damages nervous systems), Mercury (toxic to kidneys/brain), and Cadmium
(carcinogenic).

2. Chemicals - Brominated flame retardants and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) which persist in the
environment.

2. The Global Crisis - Why Developed Nations Export Waste

The flow of waste from the Global North to the Global South is driven by economic and regulatory
disparities.

Technological & Cost Barriers - In developed nations, recycling is expensive due to stringent
environmental standards and high labor costs.

Regulatory Arbitrage - Developing nations often have porous borders, lower environmental oversight,
and an abundant supply of cheap, informal labor.

Waste Colonialism - This term describes the practice of shifting the environmental burden of
consumption from wealthy nations to poorer ones, effectively "exporting pollution.”

3. E-Waste Scenario in India

India is currently at a crossroads, balancing rapid digitalization with a massive waste footprint.
Current Statistics & Projections

Global Ranking - India is the third-largest producer of e-waste, trailing only China and the USA.
Growth Trajectory - Generation has surged from 2.76 MMT (2020) to 6.19 MMT (2024), with a projected
leap to 14 MMT by 2030.

Composition of India’s E-Waste Stream

Category Percentage Share | Examples

Computer Equipment 65% Desktops, Laptops, Servers, Monitors.

Large Appliances & Medical | 15% Washing machines, X-ray machines, Dialysis units.
Telecom Equipment 12% Mobile phones, routers, landlines.

Consumer Electronics 8% TVs, Audio systems, Cameras.

4. Key Challenges in Management

The management of e-waste in India faces structural and systemic hurdles -

Informal Sector Dominance - Approximately 90-95% of e-waste is handled by the informal sector.
Workers use “primitive” methods like open-pit burning and acid leaching to extract precious metals,
leading to catastrophic health and soil impacts.

Shortened Product Life Cycles - "Planned obsolescence” and rapid tech upgrades mean devices are
discarded faster than ever before.

Infrastructure Gaps - There is a severe shortage of authorized collection centers and state-of-the-art
recycling facilities.



Data Deficit - Poor tracking of the "cradle-to-grave” journey of electronics makes it easy for waste to
leak into illegal channels.

5. Regulatory Initiatives in India

India has moved toward a more formal, “circular economy” approach through several milestones -
E-Waste (Management) Rules, 2022

Replacing the 2016 rules, these new guidelines provide a more comprehensive framework for
accountability.

Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) - Producers and brand owners are legally mandated to meet
annual recycling targets.

CPCB Online Portal - A centralized digital platform managed by the Central Pollution Control Board for
the mandatory registration of manufacturers, recyclers, and refurbishers.

Ground-level Facilities

India’s First E-Waste Clinic - Established in Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh, it serves as a model for
segregating and disposing of waste from both households and businesses.

Special Campaign 5.0 (2025) - A Pan-India drive by the Ministry of Mines to promote "Swachhata" and
ensure scientific resource recovery from government office electronics.

6. The International Framework - Basel Convention

The Basel Convention (1989/1992) is the primary international treaty governing the movement of

hazardous waste.

Objective - To protect human health and the environment against the adverse effects of hazardous

wastes.

Core Mandates -

1. Prior Informed Consent (PIC) - A country cannot export hazardous waste without the explicit written
consent of the importing country.

2. Environmentally Sound Management (ESM) - Waste must be managed safely at the destination.

3. Return Policy - If a shipment is illegal or cannot be completed safely, the exporter is responsible for
taking it back.

India’s Status - India is a signatory and active party to the convention.

7. Way Ahead - The Path to Sustainability

Infrastructure Strengthening - Developing nations must invest in domestic “formal” recycling plants
that can compete with the informal sector in terms of efficiency and safety.

Stricter Enforcement - Strengthening customs and border patrols to prevent the "mislabeling” of
hazardous waste as scrap metal or second-hand goods.

Circular Economy - Shifting from a "Take-Make-Dispose” model to a "Repair-Reuse-Recycle” model.
Global Accountability - Developed nations must be held accountable for their consumption footprints,
ensuring they do not outsource their environmental liabilities to the Global South.
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