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Hello. Good afternoon. 
Thank you very much for coming to participate in this discussion group about electronic 
waste and everyday tactics and strategies that we can set up for facing up this increasing 
problem. 

In case somebody here doesn't know what electronic waste refers to, I'd like to show you 
two sentences that sum up quite well why e-waste is generated. As Fascendi states, "the 
electronics industry makes an effort to create the illusion of obsolescence, to convince 
people that they need to change their computers, phones, cameras and other equipment 
in increasing shorter periods". This constant need of software updates and equipment 
replacement creates "an illusion of eternal progress leading to an unstoppable and 
undeniable chain of use-scrap-replacement" (obsoletos.org) that ends with a huge 
unmanageable quantity of electronic waste that is turning into ecological, economical, 
health and socio-technical problems.

Through the content analysis of news, documents and some literature, I'll present a 
cartography of the involved agents, their positions, practices and discourses, and also their 
different relationships around e-waste. This will be the previous excuse for opening a 
discussion group for sharing our different knowledges and experiences around it. We hope 
that the collective discussion will let us re-write and draw over the initial cartography and 
situation guided by the main question: Which breaches and gaps can we open on the 
map of computers' (post)consumption?

**
What I want to expose you now are my first steps approaching to a research project about 
e-waste: some months ago, I set up a wordpress blog where Iʼve been compiling different 
news, documents and materials about e-waste, but also references of groups, projects & 
people working or interested on it. 

This work of compilation of experiences and information about e-waste around the world 
has been the input for designing an e-waste cartography (in progress). With this 
cartography, thanks to a website-tool called TIKI-TOKI, Iʼve tried to order the information 
and visualise the involved agents, their relationships & -practical and discursive- positions
around e-waste, and more specifically, in the case of Spain. This is a timeline that 
represents (simulating the real time), the lifespan of a laptop computer. There, Iʼve located 
all these data in every lifespanʼs stages and around the most usual problems that use to 
affect computers.

Basically, Iʼve dedicated 5 categories to order this information depending on their space of 
action:
- Industry (design & production)
- Institutions (governments & governmental organizations)
- Market (distributions & sells)
- 3rd Sector (NGOs & social organizations)
- Citizenship and informal groups

and 2 more categories for pointing:
- the main conflicts around e-waste
- the general strategies proposed for avoiding or confronting it.



**
The idea is being able to visualise the controversial points, the empty spaces that 
represent an opportunity of improvement, the presences and the absences of different 
agents in relation to this matter. Also, despite I tried to start from a very local level 
(approaching the e-waste in Spain), it's impossible and very soon you realizes that it 
becomes a wider global problem where political, technical, ecological, economical and 
health dimensions are closely entangled.

As a result of this initial and small empirical analysis, we have been able to draw some 
questions and preliminary topics that we’ll need to deep on during the group-discussion. 

But, before this,...Let’s see, very quickly, which are the main conflicts & strategies around 
and against e-waste. 

**
First of all, in the lifespan's stage dedicated to design & production, we can see three main 
conflicts:
1) The planned obsolescence introduced by industrial design in their devices: a policy of 
planning or designing a product with a limited useful life, so it will become obsolete, 
unfashionable or no longer functional after a certain period of time. Sometimes, 
deliberative depreciation of earlier version of a technology is also used in the software 
industry. The limited support lifetime of the product as part of its licensing agreement can 
be also a pressure measure aligned with the planned obsolescence by producers. This 
kind of decisions are part of a discipline known as value engineering and we can find 
cases of technical, systemic, notified or by depiction obsolescence.

2) The shortage of some needed but scant materials, such as coltan, for the 
manufacturers of electronic devices like mobile phones or computers has raised wars 
between different interest groups of population in countries like Congo, where the 80% of 
the world reserves of coltan are located. This natural richness of resources is not a benefit 
for its citizens but the driving force of a civil war that still lasts after 15 years. The high and 
incontrollable entropy that implies to reuse recovered materials after recycling, would be 
an energetic and material limit when one of the main objectives of industry is to produce 
faster and more powerful computers.

3) In 1982, groundwater contamination was discover throughout Silicon Valley near high-
tech manufacturing facilities. Though the industry seemed "clean", toxic chemicals were 
being leaked out of underground storage tanks. Workers in factories' facilities were also 
being exposed to hazardous chemicals on the job: hundreds of people inside and outside 
the factories began developing cancer, reproductive problems and other illness. Since 
then, the industry has moved much of its manufacturing overseas, where labor is cheaper 
and environmental protections weaker. As in Silicon Valley, similar stories have arisen from 
far away places about the dangers of high-production and, as we'll see later, the dumping 
of e-waste. Wherever the high-tech industry exists, it often leaves a wake of unintended 
collateral damage. And it's often the most impoverished workers and communities who are 
disproportionately affected. 

**
Nevertheless, some responses have emerged and, in most of the cases, have turn these 
invisible matters into pubic conflicts.
1) In the case of planned obsolescence, we find:



- Internal boycott from HP workers in Sant Cugat (Barcelona) who, as a response to the 
adjustment policies from the company, released public and anonymously the instructions 
for recovering the HP printers after their planned collapse.
- The European directive and the Spanish law that encourage producers and designers to 
take into account and facilitate dismantling and recovery, specially, the reuse and recycling 
of WEEE (Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment), their components and materials.
- The Pressure groups such as SOP (Without Planned Obsolescene) Movement, in Spain.
- or The Open Source Hardware proposals, which are physical artifacts of technology 
designed and offered in the same manner as Free Open Source Software. That is, the 
Open Source Culture concept and proposals are applied to a variety of hardware 
components. One of the most well known proposals is Arduino prototyping platform. 

**
2) In the case of the conflict around basic materials,
- Some voices from ecological forums have emerged and reclaim the reuse of recovered 
materials from recycling, despite of the practical entropic restrictions I mentioned.
- There are also some pressure groups who reclaim the application of an International 
System of Verification, similar to that with the World Market of diamonds, to ensure that 
some material resources like coltan is not financing violence.
**
In the case of conflicts around toxics:
- There are pressure groups, like SVTC (Silicon Valley Toxic Coallition), where workers, 
ecologists, technicians and factories' surrounding communities have joint to reclaim more 
sanitary and ecological control over the producers and their process of manufacturing and 
managing the toxics implied on it.
- There is also a Directive from the United Nations on the restriction of the use of certain 
hazardous substances in electrical and electronic equipment. This directive, closely linked 
to the previous European Directive and Spanish Law, restricts the use of six hazardous 
materials and two flame retardants in the manufacture of various types of electronic 
devices.

**
The second group of conflicts appear at the moment of computers consumption and during 
all their useful life. Basically,

- The obsolescence perceived by users (but also carefully planned by industry) by which 
only some changes in new and just released computers' design make us believe that we 
are oldfashioned. And also...

- The short lifespan of computers and their high speed consumption would be result of the 
combination of some previous conflicts like planned and perceived obsolescence. But also 
the sum of the constant need of software updates and the unsustainable patterns of 
consumption facilitated by: a) the available credit in the previous years to the global 
recession, and b) the extremely low prices of new devices, due to the reduction of 
manufacturing costs by their externalization. This material and economical factors make 
people choose to change and buy a new computer before repairing it or  some other 
solutions.

**
Taking into account that more than the 80% of the energy used during a computer's life is 
spent in its manufacturing process, from some ecological forums, there are three main 
advices to confront the perceived obsolescence: 1) Firstly, to think twice if we really need 



to buy it or no; and then, in case of an affirmative answer, to opt for a 2nd hand or "green" 
computer guided by some published reports that analyses different products through some 
international criteria like Star Label and EPEAT ranking.
**
For trying to extend computer's lifespan, people can follow some tips in order to save 
energy, they can also install Linux (as it doesn't demand so many resources as other 
Operative Systems) and they consult several public manuals & guides about how to 
change certain components, or how to do some small DIY mending, repairs & 
maintenance on  computers. There are virtual communities like iFixit or physical places 
like hacklabs, bricolabs or other community workshops where people can share their 
knowledges, tricks and experiences with others users by quite horizontal relationships. 

**
Finally, the most well-known conflict around computer's lifespan has to do with e-waste 
proper: It's the proved fraud at computers returning and recycling process, which 
generates a whole illegal system parallel to that officially formalized and regulated by 
institutions. The Spanish Consumers & Users Organization (OCU) has just uncovered a 
fraud in the Waste Electric and Electronic Equipments (WEEE) treatment. They put some 
radio transmitter in 15 electrical appliances and leave them in different Municipal Selective 
Collection Points. The idea was to follow constantly their geographical position for proving 
if, as Public Prosecutor's Office states, there is a massive fraud in waste treatment. The 
result, presented a few days ago, was categorical: of 15 appliances, only 6 were treated 
correctly. The rest of 15 ended up in illegal dumps, scrapyards, and even there were three 
of them located in a "shadow zone". It means that they lost track of them but suspect that 
maybe are inside a container, waiting for being exported. Several reports explain and 
denounce the situation: despite of the Basil Convention, different western countries export 
their e-waste pretending to be 2nd hand goods or a donation, a gesture of solidarity, to 
more impoverished countries in order to avoid the "digital divide". This is the case of UK or 
Spain, as some keyboards with the Ñ letter were found. In the other side of importer 
countries, we can find Ghana, China, India, Pakistan, Vietnam, Bangladesh and others.
The side effects of this fraud is the contamination, health hazards and environmental 
damages to these countries' population and environments. That's because most of this e-
waste is burnt and destroyed without the appropriate security measures. The material is 
opencast burnt and, in many cases, those who recycle it are children exposed to toxic 
contamination levels that, in Europe, would be considered as intolerable for the organism.
The flourishing electronic industry would only be possible by resorting to this kind of 
colonial practices.
**
Apart from the failed legal measures, like the Basel Convention and the Extended 
Producer Responsibility, there are some other experiences and proposals actively involved 
in this conflict. Some of the most well-known are:
- Pressure groups demanding to ask manufacturers about their real responsibility on 
recycling their products. If they charge computers for being correctly returned, recycled 
and finally treated, they should guarantee that it's being done. Users want to know the 
exact amount they pay in concept of "recycling", the amount that producers come in from 
users, the amount they expend on recycling and, of course, what do they do with the 
difference.
- Other pressure groups (alliance of ecologists against Incineration and communities in 
developing countries), ask for a) the public recognition of the work made by informal 
recyclers, b) for providing them some better security and health measures and c) also for 
stronger control of this illegal exporting activities by authorities.
- In the case of informal recyclers in developing countries like India, they are trying to 



defend their only way of earning a bit. After authorities and institutions realise how much 
money is circulating through these informal recycling circuits, they want to monopolize, 
formalize and control it in order to increase their own incomes. As a response, informal 
recyclers are starting to set up cooperatives and union recyclers for defending their rights.

**
To sump up, the conflicts we have exposed here could be understood under a general 
diagram that represents a tension of centrifugal & centripetal forces that fight for trying to 
keep or transform the quality, meaning and material moving boundaries of computer into e-
waste inside a limited system that is conceived, otherwise, as progressively lineal and 
unlimited. All the different experiences, proposals, measures and practices I have exposed 
could be aligned, with more or less intensity, with any of these two kind of forces. Then, the 
two main questions that go under and along this time-line are:
* How does a computer become e-waste? and...How does a computer keep being a 
computer?...or in other words, Which breaches and gaps can we open on this map of 
computers' (post)consumption?
***
Other more specific questions that raise up from this presentation and we could try to 
answer in this group discussion, are...

1) DESIGN-PRODUCTION

* If computers design from Industry is not made “FOR repair & maintenance” -for lasting-, 
how can it be done from people’s everyday usage?...How are people responding to a 
design-production align with capitalist interests and consumption society?...Which are our 
limits and conditions for getting it?
* If we define (planned) obsolescence as a “sabotage”, How do people negotiate & revert 
this sabotage?
* How to turn the hardware “failures” and crashes into “productive failures” in order to 
create knowledge and empowerment for/by citizens?
* Which role are people playing (or could play) for producing more “green, lasting & fair” 
computers?

2) CONSUMPTION

* Which factors influence the decision of buying or renewing a computer?... How do users 
deal with “perceived obsolescence” in our daily life?
* If high-speed, aesthetics, capacity, power, lightness & portability are the discursive 
promises from companies for inoculating “perceived obsolescence”, How do people try to 
get them just from their daily creative use, maintenance, repair and hacking practices?
* Which kind of knowledges, expertises and resources do we need in the display of these 
daily and informal tactics & strategies?

3) E-WASTE TREATMENT

* How long is a computer’s life from users’ point of view? How do people negotiate it? 
When and why to discharge a computer?
* If we define waste as “any material we have failed to use”, Why do people fail to use e-
materials?...Which different conditions make people fail or success on it?
* Which innovative and informal practices do people make for dealing with e-waste?...How 
do people give birth, “flowing down”, to new products from ewaste? 



* Which kind of knowledges, expertises and resources do we need for it?


