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“We should recycle, but it is
not the first thing we should
do, it is the last. Redesign
first, then reduce, reuse and
finally recycle, if there is no
other alternative.”
Bill McDonough,
Co-Author of Cradle to Cradle
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A dangerous, new waste stream is rapidly
emerging. The world's booming consumption
of electronic and electrical goods has created a
corresponding explosion in electronic scrap
containing harmful ingredients. Because the
products have been made using these
substances, they cannot be disposed of or
recycled safely when they are thrown away

The rate at which these mountains of obsolete
electronic products are growing will reach crisis
proportions unless electronics corporations that
profit from making and selling these devices face
up to their responsibilities. It is possible to make
clean, durable products that can be upgraded,
recycled, or disposed of safely and do not end up
as hazardous waste in someone's backyard.

Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) is practiced when
manufacturers take responsibility for the environmental and
social impacts of their products throughout a product's entire
lifecycle - production, use and disposal. Most EPR
programmes focus on the end of life stage, or the take-back,
of the product whereby the producer accepts the financial or
physical responsibility for their products' waste management
once the consumer discards them.

EPR internalizes the cost of waste management right into the
product price thereby enacting the 'polluter pays principle'.
Producers can either absorb the additional costs or increase
the product price to take account of these costs. In a
competitive market, this will motivate the producers to design
products to be more environmentally friendly in order to lower
the end of life costs. This way, the feedback loop from the
downstream (end-of-life management) to the upstream (design
of products) is clear so that the benefits of designing a product
with less hazardous materials to facilitate disassembly and
recycling result in lower waste management costs. The
establishment of these feedback loops from the downstream
to the upstream is the core of EPR and distinguishes it from a
mere takeback system.

In brief, a good EPR programme should help to achieve two
environmental goals: 1) Improve the design of products and 2)
maximize the collection of discarded products and ensure high
quality domestic re-use or recycling of materials (i.e. no export
to from OECD to non-OECD countries and no downcycling by
e.g. using mixed plastics to make second-grade products like
plastic flowers or plant pots) .

Individual Producer Responsibility
Helping to solve the e-waste problem
and to encourage eco-design
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Individual Producer Responsibility
Helping to solve the e-waste problem
and to encourage eco-design

EPR is very different to traditional recycling programmes where
local governments and taxpayers pay the cost for collection
and recycling of discarded products. Of course, consumers
and governments have a role to play in any EPR programme,
such as making sure discarded products are collected
separately from other waste streams and that laws are passed
to ensure high recycling standards and involvement of all
manufacturers. But it is essential that producers - and only
producers - take on the financial and/or physical responsibility
of taking back their discarded products for all to achieve the
benefits of EPR.

Market mechanisms offer opportunities to complement and
go beyond command and control laws that usually favour the
lowest common denominator. EPR uses market instruments
to create incentives to encourage companies to continuously
develop smart and flexible solutions to be 'ahead of the
innovation curve' e.g. eliminating additional harmful
substances, like PVC, to improve recycling rates and reduce
recycling costs. Moreover, command and control legislation is
always late in addressing environmental concerns. While
legislative efforts are produced to respond to already
occurring situations, they are overtaken by the rate of
emerging technologies and thus associated risks and impacts.
Through the internalisation of end of life costs, an EPR policy
allows the innovator himself to foresee and prevent impacts at
the same speed with which he innovates.

Making producers individually
responsible

“Individual producer responsibility encourages competition
between companies on how to manage the end-of-life
phase of their products. This in turn drives innovation,
such as in business models, take-back logistics and design
changes, to reduce the environmental impact of products
at the end of their life.”

Joint Statement by a group of Industry and NGOs on
Producer Responsibility for Waste Electrical and
Electronic Equipment, March 2007



Helping to solve the e-waste problem and to encourage eco-design 5

Individual Producer Responsibility (IPR) is an emerging
refinement of the concept of Extended Producer Responsibility
(EPR). The latter principle tends to be applied collectively by all
the companies making specific products, so that they become
jointly responsible for their end-of-life costs. While this can
achieve the second objective of EPR of providing an
infrastructure for collection and recycling of discarded electronic
products, it will not achieve the EPR's first environmental goal,
which is to improve the design of products.

To support the market mechanisms and encourage competition
within the sector, each company should only pay for the end of
life costs of its own products. Each brand-owner should be
individually responsible. A definition of Individual Producer
Responsibility used by Greenpeace states:

A producer bears an individual financial responsibility when
he/she pays for the end-of-life management of his/her products.
A producer bears an individual physical responsibility when 1)
the distinction of the products is made at minimum by brand
and 2) the producer has control over the fate of their discarded
products with some degree of involvement in the organisation of
the downstream operation.

Individual Producer Responsibly (IPR) will financially reward
those producers, which are investing in eliminating hazardous
substances in their products and using materials and designs
for their products that make them easy to reuse and recycle.
If all producers have to pay the same costs to a single
monopolistic collection and recycling system, there is no
incentive for innovation.

For a company to reap the rewards of product redesign, its
branded product must somehow be differentiated at the end of
life from its competitor's who may not have worked as hard or
invested as much in eco-design.

We cannot assume that all manufacturers will still be on the
market and able to pay the end-of-life costs when their
products are discarded. Some will have left the market and it
will be impossible at this point to enforce a legal requirement
for covering treatment costs. Therefore, a system based on
Individual Producer Responsibility necessitates a supplementary
system to handle future “orphaned” products, whose
producers cease to operate in the market. Each producer
should, when placing products on the market, provide a
financial guarantee to prevent costs for the management of
orphan products targeted by EPR programmes from falling on
society or the remaining producers.

There is some scepticism about the feasibility of implementing
IPR in practice based on assumptions that this could lead to
additional administrative challenges from duplicated
infrastructure for end-of-life management and increased
transport. However, research has shown that Individual
Producer Responsibility and brand name differentiation can in
fact be achieved and elements of IPR are already being used in
collective systems operating today. There is also a common
misunderstanding that IPR always implies an individual physical
responsibility translating into individual systems for collection
and end-of-life treatment. This is not the case and there is
evidence that individual financial and individual physical
responsibility is being implemented in some collective
systems operating today.
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Does Extended Producer Responsibility
help to change the design?

Many factors influence the design of products but the
relationship of producer responsibility to eco-design is now
becoming increasingly clear. Interviews with Japanese electronic
manufacturers reveal that the anticipation of EPR regulations in
Europe and Japan was a catalyst for redesigning products to be
more recyclable and less toxic.

In response to growing EPR legislation worldwide, which
companies anticipated would make them individually (not
collectively) financially responsible for their end-of-life products,
companies took a variety of financial and resource saving
measures. NEC, Hitachi, Fujitsu, Matsushita and Sony replaced
plastic housings, containing problematic brominated flame
retardants, with magnesium alloy - a more recyclable material –
for TV cabinets and personal computers. Similarly Matsushita,
Sharp, Mitsubishi, Ricoh, and Hitachi switched to more
standardized types and grades of plastics for their products.
Hitachi and Mitsubishi focused on easier repair and maintenance
of their products while NEC, Ricoh and Fujitsu adopted modular
designs to facilitate component re-use.

Only new products can be re-designed

Any EPR legislation needs to differentiate between historical and
new waste, so that only products coming on the market that will
create the future or 'new' waste are targeted for eco-design
incentives.

IPR for discarded products put on the market before the IPR
legislation - known as 'historical e-waste' - would not contribute
to the design objective of the policy. This is because their design
cannot be influenced retroactively. Moreover, some of the
manufacturers of products comprising 'historical' waste are no
longer on the market, so it is impossible to allocate the costs of
treating so-called 'orphan waste' to any current producers.
Hence historical waste requires a different solution.

The EU's WEEE Directive makes producers responsible for
historical waste by current market share, but allows producers
to charge a visible fee for a fixed period (8-10 years depending
on product category) on new products, in recognition of the fact
that during the transition, producers are paying for historical
waste while setting aside funds (accruals) for future end-of-life
costs for products put on the market since the setting up of an
EPR programme. In addition to making accruals for future end-
of-life costs, producers are also required to provide a financial
guarantee to prevent the costs of future orphan products from
falling on society or the remaining producers, if a producer goes
bankrupt and the accruals disappear.
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The core elements of effective
IPR legislation

“It will be many years to come until we achieve true aims of
producer responsibility. We need to take a step back and ask
how we ensure a financial advantage for improving our
designs.”

Kieren Mayers, Sony Entertainment Europe,
January 2007

There are a few core elements, which need to be part of
any legislation that aims to ensure not only collection and
treatment of e-waste, but also puts in place market
mechanisms to encourage continuous eco-design
improvements.

These include:

1) Establish the goal of waste prevention through sustainable
product design (Design for Environment).

2) Establish the phase out of certain hazardous substances
and a review process to add further materials to make sure
that the worst products are not put on the market.

3) Establish Individual Producer Responsibility for future waste
and make sure all costs for future e-waste are internalised
within the retail price of products.

4) Require true financial guarantees for all products put on
the market, to prevent creation of new orphan waste and
ensure that producers have control over the recycling of
e-waste, especially future waste.

5) Clearly define the producer and roles of government, local
authorities, retailers and consumers in the EPR programme
namely government to set up the legislative framework and
monitor compliance, consumers to bring back their
discarded products to designated points etc.

6) High collection targets with timelines.

7) Encourage local reuse of whole appliances and components.

8) Clarify what recycling means and ensure high binding
standards, including de-pollution requirements prior to
recycling, and ambitious targets for recycling of components
and materials.

9) Ban all escape routes for collected e-waste: landfilling,
incineration and export from OECD to non-OECD countries
including export for recycling.

10) Plan for effective enforcement of collection, reuse and
recycling targets and penalties for inappropriate disposal and
failure to achieve targets.

Individual extended producer responsibility is a new type of
environmental legislation, which uses market mechanisms for
improving the environment and human health. It should become
the global standard for dealing with electronic waste.
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