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What is recycling?

Recycling means converting waste material so that it can be used again. Many years ago, recycling was a common part of every day life; belongings were valued and also very expensive, so people were prepared to reuse things whenever possible. During World War II, for example, clothing material was so scarce it was not uncommon to unravel the wool from a jumper a child had outgrown, in order to use the wool for other purposes.

These days, however, our attitudes to material possessions have changed, especially when linked to technology products. Because technology is changing so rapidly, hardware products are often out-of-date after only a few years of use. Many peripheral devices are exceptionally inexpensive (especially when you consider that an inkjet printer can be nearly the same price as a replacement ink cartridge), so there is a big incentive to update equipment regularly.

With the increasing destruction or degradation of the environment, there is a growing movement for society to return to the process of recycling. There are countless advantages of minimising waste including:

· conservation of our natural resources including forests, oils and minerals

· reducing the use of landfill sites; recyclable material makes up almost 80% of total household waste in Australia, so every item recycled is one less to be buried in landfill

· reusing materials to make other products 
· saving money, for both households, businesses and consumers

· reducing use of fossil fuels, as less of these resources are required for energy used in manufacturing, transport and disposal

· increasing demand for recycled products whilst also creating new jobs.


Recycling and packaging

Packaging is currently a huge industry which has its own set of environmental concerns. Packaging safeguards and protects items, therefore reducing spoilage and wastage. Although packaging can be a valuable way to ensure that computer equipment is not damaged during transport, its use comes at a huge environmental cost. This cost includes the energy used to extract the resources, manufacture the product, transport and eventually dispose of the packaging.

It is important that you consider ways to responsibly dispose of your computer equipment packaging. Some tips include:

· ensuring that all unwanted paper and cardboard products are placed in recycling bins

· keep plastic and foam packaging away from small children to avoid suffocation

· keeping essential packaging, when space permits, to use for future transporting of equipment.

In 1997 the Australian and New Zealand Environment and Conservation Council (ANZECC) began promoting the development of the National Packaging Covenant. This contract means there is a commitment by all to the shared responsibility of the environmental impact of a product. Governments, producers, wholesalers, distributors, retailers and consumers must all accept responsibility for their actions.

Areas where appropriate actions must be taken include: design, production, disposal, research, education, labeling, manufacturing and retailing.
Design

Package designers are responsible for ensuring that packaging causes minimum environmental impact from manufacture to disposal stage.

Production

Production of packaging must be minimized as far as possible, while still ensuring that safety, protection and hygiene requirements are satisfied.

Disposal 

Packaging must be created to encourage its safe and easy disposal by consumers. Packaging should also be designed to reduce environmental hazards including reducing toxicity and dangers to flora and fauna.

Research

Encourage research into environmental and lifecycle issues at all stages of the product lifecycle.

Education 

Establish programs, such as campaigns and promotions within schools, for assisting the general community to make informed purchasing choices and choosing the most suitable way of handling packaging waste. 

Labeling

In order to support recycling it is necessary to provide accurate information and labeling on packaging that advices consumers appropriate ways to dispose packaging.

Manufacturing and retailing 

Manufacturers, distributors and retailers need to agree to work in conjunction with governments to actively report packaging developments, collect information on amounts of packaging produced and establish what kinds of packaging are being successfully recycled and what type of packaging ends up as landfill.

Recycling of computer equipment

Unfortunately, about a million computers, plus countless other peripheral devices, end up in Australian landfill each year. This is a massive problem, especially when you consider the danger this equipment will create in the future. Peripheral devices, such as monitors, contain hazardous compounds such as mercury, lead, barium, cadmium and arsenic. After a while, these compounds have the potential to seep into the ground, thus polluting the environment and creating huge dangers to the health of the local residents. 

An example of the danger of these compounds can be highlighted by many case studies. When kilograms of mercury compounds were dumped into Japan’s Mimanata Bay, there were immense health problems experienced by the local population. The first known problem was a big decline in the number of fish in the bay. People who consumed fish were soon suffering symptoms such as blurred vision, numbness in limbs and speech impairment. Eventually many of these people also experienced severe convulsions, loss of consciousness and then went into a coma. By 1992, over one thousand people had died from this exposure.

Unlike many other countries, at present there are very few Australian laws regulating how you must dispose of your computer and other hardware components. In some European countries there are laws that require the manufacturers of computer equipment to take back old equipment and implement recycling schemes. In the United States, many states now ban disposing CRT monitors in landfill.

There are several schemes that have been proposed to help tackle the problems of e-waste in Australia including:

· Recycling components from computer scrap where ever possible — many of the components within a computer such as steel, copper and some plastic casings are all able to be recycled for other purposes.

· Returning the unwanted computer components back to the manufacturer — many large computer hardware manufacturers have voluntarily introduced recycling schemes in which some components are reused to make other products that adhere to standards, or they are donated to community organisations.

· Consumers paying a disposal fee — if a levy was introduced, it may make people consider alterative solutions (such as recycling and reusing) to prevent unnecessary disposal.

As computer users, we all must accept some responsibility for the environment when disposing of equipment. Some options that you may want to consider are:

· Always check if there is another person or organisation who may want your equipment. There are many local community organisations such as schools or small volunteer groups who may be grateful for an older hardware model that is still in working condition.

· Confirm whether the manufacturer of your hardware equipment has any programs for returning equipment.

· Find out names of companies that recycle computer equipment within your area.

Some computer recycling companies include:

Renew Computers (Australia) at: http://www.renew.com.au/recycling.htm
Technology Recycling at: http://www.techrecycle.com
Computer Recycling Centre at: http://www.crc.org
Recycling of consumables

It is also important to consider recycling many of the consumables that are used in conjunction with peripheral devices, such as printers. Printers, while in use, will consume large amounts of either ink cartridges or toner and probably output many reams of paper.

There are many opportunities to recycle used paper. Many local councils organise garbage collections that allow you to dispose of your paper material for recycling.

Ink cartridges and toner can also be recycled. Some manufacturers allow you to refill their products with ink. Other manufacturers are prepared to take back empty cartridges (from both inkjet and laser printers) so that they can be recycled into other plastic products.

Occupational health and safety disposal issues

When computer hardware needs to be either stored or disposed it is important that organisational and occupational health and safety guidelines are followed. Some OH&S issues that need to be considered whilst disposing of computer equipment include:

· manual handling

· exposure to hazardous substances.

Manual handling

The term ‘manual handling’ is defined as a combination of activities including the lifting, carrying, moving and holding of an object, which can include computer equipment. Manual handling causes up to one third of work-related injuries in Australia, therefore it is vital that you are aware of any conditions that could create a manual handling injury. Some situations that could potentially cause manual handling injuries when disposing or storing computer equipment include: 

· having to use sudden, jerky or hard to control movements which may create discomfort and pain

· using excessive bending, reaching or twisting

· spending long periods of time holding the same posture or position

· having to work in a manner that is fast and repetitious

· manually lifting and carrying heavy and awkward computer equipment (such as monitors).

Some steps to help prevent manual handling injuries when storing or disposing computer equipment include:

1
Consider the weight, size and shape of the piece of equipment before attempting to move it.

2
Make sure chosen pathways are clear during the transportation process. For example, check that doors remain open and that elevator access is reliable.

3
Check that the floor is not slippery or uneven.

4
Train staff who will need to store and dispose of computer equipment to use appropriate handling techniques (for example demonstrate correct lifting methods).

5
Ensure that adequate time and rest breaks are given when performing repetitious tasks.

Exposure to hazardous substances

Many substances used within workplace can be dangerous to your health. It has been recorded that exposure to hazardous substances account for approximately 2,200 deaths in Australia each year. Although computer equipment is not considered by many people to be toxic material, unwanted monitors, used ink and toner cartridges all contain dangerous materials. It is important that workplaces comply with Australian occupational health and safety laws and ensure that:

· exposure to hazardous substances is prevented or minimised below levels at which health effects are known to occur
· employees are aware of any hazardous substance being used and possible side-effects on their health.

Disposing of printer cartridges

When disposing printer cartridges, especially toner cartridges from laser printers, caution needs to be taken. The toner contains toxic materials that can be dangerous to your health.

· It is important that if there is accidental spillage the room is ventilated and contact, inhalation and ingestion avoided.

· When disposing of toner do not expose it to high temperatures.

· Make sure to use goggles and gloves when handling toner cartridges.

Summary

With such a high turnover of computer equipment it is vital that responsible methods are used when disposing computer equipment. Recycling has now become a common part of everyday life and there are various ways computer equipment can be recycled. These include programs that encourage manufacturers to ‘take back’ equipment, consumers paying a disposal levy, and finding other people who are happy to use older equipment. 

Although packaging helps to safely transport equipment it also creates disposal issues. It is important that both manufacturers and consumers all contribute to wise packaging disposal. 

There are many dangers when disposing computer equipment. As well as the potential dangers equipment can create when compounds seep into the land and water, there can also be immediate OH&S issues. It is important that there is awareness of the risks of manual handling injuries and the dangers of being exposed to certain compounds such as those from printer cartridges.
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