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ENVIRONMENTAL PROJECTION 

Association urges proper disposal of 
‘harmful’ electronic waste  
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The Institute of Waste Management Southern Africa (IWMSA) has called on consumers 

and business regarding the proper disposal of electronic waste (ewaste). 

“Every time one disposes of a light bulb, flat battery, microwave or even an old television 

set, harmful poisons and chemicals are passed on to someone else. People normally crush 

up the waste for disposal at landfill sites. This old way of disposing of waste leaks poisons 

into the earth and water tables, which, in a cycle, always come back in various forms that 

we   ingest, be it through water or air,” says IWMSA president Vincent Charnley. 

Ewaste contains metals, many of which are toxic and classed as hazardous. The most 

common of these are lead, mercury, cadmium and arsenic, but there are many more that 

are abundant, Charnley explains. 

All modern liquid crystal display (LCD) and plasma screens are produced by using nitrogen 

triflouride, which is a potent greenhouse gas. LCD monitors use fluorescent lamps to back-

light the screen, while the circuit boards used to run the equipment also contain poisonous 

metals. 

Lead, found in old television screens,   batteries and circuit boards, can cause vomiting, 

diarrhoea, comas or even death, he says. In young people, it can also cause nerve, blood 

and brain disorders. 

The mercury from fluorescent lamps and light emitting diodes has been linked to brain and 

liver damage.  Cadmium is typically found in recharge-able batteries, old television screens 

and monitors, and even in printer ink and toner cartridges. Cadmium damages the kidneys 

and lungs, and may also be linked to osteoporosis. Further, arsenic is linked to skin 

disease and nerve damage, as well as lung cancer in some cases of chronic exposure. 

“Years ago, asbestos was a silent killer, and when educated about its effects, the global 

community reacted and diminished its use, and started plans to remove it from buildings 

and clothing.  “It is taken for granted that everyday electronic goods are there to make our 

lives easier, but people are not aware of all the dangers that lurk inside,” Charnley says. 

The e-Waste Association of South Africa, a nonprofit organisation, is a platform for the 

recycling of electrical and electronic waste in South Africa. Companies can apply to 

become members of the association to ensure that their old electronic equipment will be 

disposed of in an environment-friendly way, he says. 

Further, some organisations, such as   retailers Pick n Pay and Woolworths, have   already 

introduced drop-off points at most of their stores across the country.  Under this 

arrangement, the public is encouraged to take used bulbs and batteries to a local Pick n 

Pay or Woolworths store, where the waste is properly disposed of through various waste 

management partners. 

“What we now know can save us in the   future, but we need to have greater preventive 

maintenance now instead of having to find a cure later on,” Charnley concludes. 
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