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This new INFORM report is the second of two
INFORM studies of cell phone waste. The first
report, Waste in the Wireless World: The Challenge of
Cell Phones, released in 2002, was a groundbreaking
investigation of the rapidly growing, highly toxic
waste stream generated by these products — over 1
billion of which are currently in use worldwide. It
examined the efforts under way to address this waste
challenge in the US and abroad and identified two
arenas for action: (1) development of programs that
keep used phones out of the waste stream by collect-
ing them for reuse and recycling, and (2) redesign of
cell phones and their accessories to facilitate reuse
and recycling and eliminate or reduce the chemicals
contained in these products. 

While advances in sustainable cell phone design have
been minimal since the release of Waste in the
Wireless World, refurbishment and recycling pro-
grams have emerged as the main response to cell
phone waste in the US. 

Calling All Cell Phones: Collection, Reuse, and
Recycling Programs in the US provides the first in-
depth assessment of some of the key collection and
reuse programs in this country. While these still new
programs mark a step in the right direction, their
impact on cell phone waste has so far been negligi-
ble. This report  identifies the likely reasons for their
minimal impact and makes specific recommenda-
tions to significantly improve their effectiveness. It
also describes how manufacturers and government
can help such programs tackle the cell phone waste
challenge both at home and abroad.

Since the publication of Waste in the Wireless World,
cell phone waste has become an issue of worldwide
concern, and international efforts are being initiated
to address it. Of particular significance was  the
launching in December 2002 by the international
Basel Convention (which addresses the transbound-
ary shipment of hazardous waste) of the Initiative for
a Sustainable Partnership on Environmentally Sound
Management of End-of-Life Mobile Phones, which
aims to promote redesign of cell phones and to iden-

tify the best practices for their refurbishment, recy-
cling, and  safe disposal.

In the US, cell phone subscriptions have skyrocketed
over the past 18 years, from 340,000 in 1985 to more
than 140 million at the beginning of 2003 (see table).
By 2005, INFORM’s research indicates that US cell
phone use will reach approximately 175 million.
Meanwhile, the waste from these products is growing
rapidly: by 2005, over 100 million cell phones will be
retired annually in the US alone, over 25 times more
than in 1990, when subscriptions in this country
numbered 5.3 million.1 Many of these phones will be
stored away in closets and drawers before being
thrown out in the trash, but eventually — if current
trends continue — they will wind up in landfills and
incinerators along with other municipal waste.
According to INFORM’s estimates, a total of about
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Year Number of Subscribers

(millions)

1985 0.34

1990 5.3

1991 7.6

1992 11.0

1993 16.0

1994 24.1

1995 33.8

1996 44.0

1997 55.3

1998 69.2

1999 86.0

2000 109.5

2001 128.7

2002 140.8

Source:  Cellular Telecommunications & Internet Association,
“CTIA’s Semi-Annual Wireless Industry Survey Results, June
1985-December 2002,” 2003, http://www.wow-com.com/images/
survey/2003/752x571/SEMI-Annual_Table_Part_2_Slide_2.gif.

US Cell Phone Subscribers, 1985-2002



500 million used cell phones weighing over 250,000
tons will be stockpiled and awaiting disposal by 2005.2

These waste amounts may seem large, but they are
conservative estimates. The rate of increase in cell
phone subscriptions has declined in recent years, but
there is some indication that a trend in the opposite
direction may be about to occur. According to data
from the Cellular Telecommunications & Internet
Association, growth in US cell phone subscriptions
declined from approximately 27 percent in 2000 to
9.4 percent in 2002; the number of new subscriptions
in the first six months of 2003, however, suggests
that this rate of growth could rise to 10 percent for the
year.3 Moreover, changing technology may cause the
average cell phone’s life span — now about 18
months4 — to shrink further. Phones with color dis-
plays are beginning to become available outside of
Japan, and monochrome phones could be jettisoned
in large numbers if a wholesale migration to color
occurs in the US and Europe. Similarly, many con-
sumers may choose to discard their older phones in
favor of “smart” phones with Internet, e-mail, calen-
dar, and other capabilities, to say nothing of phones
with photo, video, and music functions. 

Because they are so small and lightweight, cell
phones generate only a negligible quantity of waste
per unit. However, their small size — the average
phone weighs less than a pound — also makes them
more likely to be thrown out in the trash. Cell phones
have become progressively smaller over the years,
but this could change. As phones acquire more and
more features, larger screens may be needed and
overall size may increase — though not enough to
deter users from discarding used phones with the rest
of their household waste. Likewise, Internet access
and other functions may make cell phones heavier,
further increasing the total tonnage of waste generat-
ed by these products. 

Toxicity of Cell Phone Waste

As described in detail in Waste in the Wireless World,
cell phones (and other electronic devices) are an
especially problematic component of the waste
stream because they contain a large number of haz-
ardous substances, which can pollute the air when
burned in incinerators and leach into soil and drink-

ing water when buried in landfills. Many of these
toxic substances — including antimony, arsenic,
beryllium, cadmium, copper, lead, nickel, and zinc
— belong to a class of chemicals known as persistent
toxins, which linger in the environment for long peri-
ods without breaking down. Some of them — includ-
ing the metals lead and cadmium — also tend to
accumulate in the tissues of plants and animals,
building up in the food chain to dangerous levels
even when released in very small quantities. These
persistent, bioaccumulative toxins, or PBTS, have
been associated with cancer and a range of reproduc-
tive, neurological, and developmental disorders.
They pose a particular threat to children, whose
developing systems are especially vulnerable to toxic
assault. Most of the persistent toxins and PBTs con-
tained in cell phones are in the printed wiring board
and liquid-crystal display. 

The PBT of greatest concern in cell phones is lead, a
heavy metal recognized as a problem material
throughout the world. Lead is a suspected carcino-
gen, has adverse effects on the central nervous sys-
tem, immune system, and kidneys, and has been
linked to developmental abnormalities. Its main
application in cell phones and other electronic prod-
ucts is in the solder used to attach components to
each other and to the printed wiring board. Within the
European Union (EU), the Directive on the
Restriction of the Use of Certain Hazardous
Substances in Electrical and Electronic Products
(RoHS Directive) mandates that, by July 1, 2006, no
new electrical and electronic products put on the
market in any of the EU’s 15 member states may con-
tain lead (among a handful of other particularly haz-
ardous substances). Numerous efforts are under way
to find alternatives to lead solder that do not compro-
mise the performance of electronic products. (For
more information on the RoHS Directive, see
INFORM’s fact sheet “The WEEE and RoHS
Directives: Highlights and Analysis,” July 2003,
http://www.informinc.org/fact_WEEE.pdf.) 

Another hazardous constituent of cell phones is
brominated flame retardants, which are added to plas-
tics to reduce the risk of fire. They are used primarily
in the phones’ printed wiring boards, cables, and plas-
tic housings. Research indicates that some brominat-
ed flame retardants can be persistent, bioaccumula-
tive, and toxic, while the impacts of others are still
being evaluated. Two categories of flame retardant —
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polybrominated biphenyls (PBBs) and polybrominat-
ed diphenyl ethers (PBDEs) — have been associated
with cancer and disruption of the immune and
endocrine systems. In addition, some of these sub-
stances can form dioxins and furans, a group of highly
toxic and persistent by-products of combustion, when
products that contain them are incinerated or recy-
cled. Like lead, the use of PBBs and PBDEs in elec-
trical and electronic products sold in the EU is banned
under the RoHS Directive beginning in July 2006. 

The rechargeable batteries that power cell phones
also contain a number of highly toxic substances.
Through the mid-1990s, the most commonly used
power source in cell phones was nickel-cadmium
batteries (Ni-Cds). Cadmium is a PBT and probable
human carcinogen that can cause lung, liver, and kid-
ney damage and is toxic to wildlife. Because of its
toxicity, cadmium is banned from electronic products
under the EU’s RoHS Directive. Lithium-ion and
nickel-metal hydride batteries are increasingly
replacing Ni-Cds in cell phones, but these contain
cobalt, zinc, and copper — all heavy metals that can
be toxic to plants, wildlife, and human beings.
Although a system is in place — the Rechargeable
Battery Recycling Corp. (RBRC) — to collect and
recycle rechargeable batteries in the US, few con-
sumers are aware of the program and most of these
batteries wind up in the trash. (It is important to note
that recycling is not a panacea and can have its own
environmental impacts, including the release of toxic
chemicals into air, surface water, and public sewage
systems as a result of the recycling process.)

Cell Phone Collection and
Reuse Programs: 
A Potential Solution?

Cell phone collection programs of various sizes and
types have been springing up around the country over
the last several years and continue to do so. Such pro-
grams recover used phones from consumers and
either refurbish and resell or recycle them, depending
on their condition. By refurbishing used phones, such
programs extend the lifetime of these products and
divert them — along with the many toxic substances
they contain — from landfills and incinerators, at
least temporarily. Similarly, recycling keeps discard-
ed phones out of disposal facilities and reduces the

need for raw materials used to make new products.

Since collection programs are one of the main
options for reducing cell phone waste, INFORM
undertook an assessment of four cell phone collec-
tion programs now under way in the US: 

1. The Donate a Phone family of programs, founded
by the Wireless Foundation and comprising —
• Call to Protect, run by Motorola and several

other program partners
• Sprint Project Connect, run by Sprint 
• The National Cell Phone Collection Program,

run by The Body Shop
• RadioShack’s collection campaigns

2. The HopeLine Program, run by Verizon Wireless

3. CollectiveGood International

4. The Charitable Recycling Program.

This report describes and evaluates the methods these
programs employ to recover used phones and
explores the degree to which they ensure that refur-
bished phones are managed responsibly at their end
of life and that recycled materials are processed and
ultimately disposed of in ways that protect the envi-
ronment and human health. It provides INFORM’s
conclusions and a summary of ways to improve pro-
gram effectiveness.

Methodology

INFORM included the Wireless Foundation’s Donate
a Phone program and Verizon Wireless’ HopeLine
program in its research for this report because they
are the largest programs currently under way in the
US.* In addition to their reputation for recovering the
largest numbers of used cell phones, these programs
have received considerable attention from the media,
as have CollectiveGood and Charitable Recycling,
two smaller programs that we also studied. These pro-
grams, unlike Donate a Phone and HopeLine, are not
affiliated with the wireless industry; they are also dis-
tinctive in several ways that make them trendsetters
in the cell phone collection arena.
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* AT&T Wireless expanded its cell phone recovery and reuse pro-
gram in April 2003, after research for this report was complete. For
more information, see the addendum at the end of this publication.



INFORM’s research for this report consisted of pre-
liminary and follow-up interviews with program rep-
resentatives regarding the following topics:

• Quantity of cell phones collected

• Number of cell phones refurbished/resold versus
the number recycled

• The methods used to collect used cell phones 

• Program expenses 

• Program revenues from the sale of refurbished
phones and recycled materials

• Program promotion and advertising 

• Incentives to encourage consumer participation in
the program

• What determines whether phones are recycled or
refurbished 

• The refurbishment and recycling processes used

• The ultimate destination of refurbished phones.

In addition, INFORM conducted interviews with
third parties affiliated with the collection programs,
such as cell phone refurbishers, cell phone distribu-
tors, cell phone and battery recyclers, and charitable
partners and beneficiaries. We also examined phone
drop-off mechanisms at retail collection sites and
questioned store employees regarding these pro-
grams. Finally, we assessed collection program web-
sites and contacted the programs by phone to ques-
tion representatives about their programs.

In preparing this report, INFORM evaluated how effec-
tively the various programs are collecting used cell
phones and addressing the toxic wireless waste stream.
We believe that the findings of this new study will be
of value to a wide variety of audiences. They will:

• Give the cell phone collection programs them-
selves an independent view of the limited overall
role they are currently playing in addressing cell
phone waste, and provide suggestions on how
they can build on their important initiatives.

• Show large institutions, including major business-
es, government agencies, and schools, how they
can, with relative ease, contribute to reducing the
cell phone waste stream by collecting used
phones for reuse and recycling.

• Make environmental, health, and safety regula-
tors and legislators aware of the marginal impact

of cell phone collection and reuse programs to
date and the public policies and programs they
can implement to improve rates of cell phone col-
lection and reuse.

• Make consumers aware, no matter where they
live in the US, that cell phone reuse and recycling
programs, limited as they are, nonetheless pro-
vide an alternative to throwing their used phones
out with the trash.

• Create an impetus for those at the source of the
problem of cell phone waste — cell phone manu-
facturers — to move forward with programs to
redesign cell phones and their accessories in ways
that make them less toxic, more refurbishable,
and more recyclable, and make them fully aware
of international initiatives that may make
redesign essential for competing successfully in
the global marketplace.
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Findings

Recovering used cell phones and either refurbishing
them for reuse or recycling them are critically
important because of the growing quantity of waste
generated by these products and the many hazardous
substances they contain (including a number of per-
sistent, bioaccumulative toxins, or PBTS). While
many retired cell phones get stored away in closets
and drawers, virtually all of them — if present trends
continue — will eventually wind up in disposal
facilities, where their combustion in incinerators and
burial in landfills pose risks to the environment and
public health. The following are the main findings of
this report.

1.  The four cell phone collection programs exam-
ined by INFORM — which include the
nation’s two largest programs, run by the
wireless industry, and two smaller, independ-
ent programs — collected approximately 2.5
million phones from 1999 through early 2003. 

• These programs refurbish and resell the vast
majority of phones they collect, with a smaller
number — about 40,000 between 1999 and
2003 — being donated to individuals (such as
victims of domestic violence) or sold to recy-
clers. Every cell phone collected and either
refurbished or recycled means fewer of these
products flowing into landfills and incinerators
in the US.

• The cell phone collection programs examined
for this report recover used phones by four
principal means. These include (1) permanent
collections at retail stores; (2) short- or long-
term drives held at retail stores or in partner-
ship with government agencies, businesses,
schools, and other organizations; (3) collec-
tions at football games and other sports
events; and (4) direct shipment by donors to
the program’s headquarters or refurbishing/
recycling facility.

2.  Collecting, refurbishing, and reselling used cell
phones have generated millions of dollars in
revenues from the sale of refurbished phones
and recyclable materials. Most of this money
— over $6.5 million since 1999 — is being
donated to charity. 

• Donate a Phone, the largest cell phone collec-
tion program in the US, has raised about $5 mil-
lion in revenues for charitable purposes since
1999.  This represents approximately two-thirds
of the program’s total income.

• Verizon’s HopeLine program raised approxi-
mately $1.4 million from the sale of used
phones from October 2001 through the end of
2002. Approximately 75 percent of this amount
was used for charitable purposes.

• CollectiveGood and Charitable Recycling —
for-profit programs that have collected much
smaller numbers of used phones — have also
donated a “significant portion” of their pro-
ceeds from phone sales to charity. In the case of
CollectiveGood, charitable donations were said
to account for over one-half of the program’s
income.* 

• ReCellular, Inc., a leading refurbisher of used
cell phones, generates $25 to $30 million in
annual revenues from the sale of refurbished
phones and recyclable materials from all
sources. This for-profit business coordinates
the refurbishment and recycling of used
phones collected through the Wireless
Foundation’s Donate a Phone family of pro-
grams and Verizon’s HopeLine program, but it
obtains used phones from many other sources
as well, including purchases from wireless car-
riers and retailers.
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3.  The 2.5 million cell phones so far recovered by
the programs studied for this report account
for less than 1 percent of the millions of phones
retired and discarded each year, and have had
only a negligible impact on this waste stream. 

• Collecting, refurbishing, and recycling used
cell phones have barely made a dent in the
problem of cell phone waste. Although 2.5
million cell phones have been collected by the
programs examined by INFORM since 1999,
hundreds of millions of cell phones have been
retired during this same period that have not
been recovered by these or any other collec-
tion programs.

• The collection programs are not publicized
sufficiently to achieve major national impact.
INFORM’s research indicates that most con-
sumers are not aware of the existence of the
collection programs currently available in the
US. Promotion and advertising occur mostly at
the local level, and the wireless industry
(which runs the two largest programs) has not
taken full advantage of the resources at its dis-
posal to promote the programs and educate the
public about the importance of cell phone
recovery and reuse. Still, the Wireless
Foundation’s Donate a Phone program and
Verizon’s HopeLine program have reaped the
benefits of comparatively greater exposure by
recovering much larger numbers of phones
than CollectiveGood or Charitable Recycling.

• Cell phone collection sites are not located to
encourage wide-scale public participation.
Although consumer convenience is essential to
high rates of cell phone recovery, permanent
collection sites at high-traffic locations within a
community are not widely available. The most
successful programs are those that collect used
phones at drop-off sites in retail stores, especial-
ly those that sell wireless products. Verizon, for
example, has been able to collect relatively large
numbers of phones — approximately 500,000 in
2002 alone — because consumers can drop
them off anytime at any of the company’s 1200-
plus retail stores. Phone drives at schools, shop-
ping malls, and public events such as football
games can bring in a lot of phones in a short
period — Motorola collected 5000 units for Call
to Protect (a Donate a Phone program) at a sin-

gle NFL game in Tennessee — but such collec-
tions are not available on an ongoing basis. 

• The collection programs offer few financial
incentives to motivate people who might not
otherwise be inclined to donate their used
phones. Rebates and discounts on new products
in exchange for a used phone have proven
effective but are offered rarely or not at all. The
few times Verizon employed this strategy, dis-
tributing coupons that entitled cell phone
donors to $5 off the price of a new phone or
accessory, the result was a 15 to 20 percent
increase in the number of phones collected.
Prepaid shipping labels can also help, but
CollectiveGood is currently the only program
that offers free shipping for all donations from
individuals, including donations of only a sin-
gle phone. 

4.  Over two-thirds of refurbished cell phones wind
up abroad — often in developing countries —
where there is little or no infrastructure in place
to manage these products responsibly after
users discard them. Large numbers of cell
phones are also being shipped overseas for recy-
cling. However, none of the collection programs
is taking responsibility for the reuse, recycling,
and disposal of the phones they export. 

• The largest market for refurbished phones is
Latin America, although many are also sold in
Africa, Asia, and Eastern Europe. These phones
are generally older or outmoded models for
which there is greater demand outside the US. 

• Because they do not take responsibility for the
phones they collect that are refurbished and
sold for export, existing programs are providing
only a temporary solution to the problem of cell
phone waste by shifting the disposal problem
abroad. Exported phones avoid being landfilled
or incinerated in the US, but they will still end
up joining the waste stream unless reuse and
recycling systems are available in the countries
where they are sold. 

• According to one recent report, 50 to 80 percent
of the electronic waste collected for recycling
in the US is exported to Asia, where investiga-
tors at some disposal and recycling facilities
found unrestricted dumping and workers
exposed to high levels of toxic chemicals.1

6 • Calling All Cell Phones: Collection, Reuse, and Recycling Programs in the US



While there is no evidence that any existing col-
lection program is working with recyclers that
send used cell phones to such places, the ulti-
mate destination of these materials cannot be
determined, because shipments are not tracked
along the often complicated course of their pur-
chase and subsequent resale to processors and
other buyers.

5. Cell phone refurbishers and recyclers would
generate higher revenues, and would likely
increase their recovery rates, if phones were
cheaper and easier to refurbish and recycle.
However, since cell phone manufacturers bear
none of the costs of refurbishment and recy-
cling, they have little incentive to come up with
designs that facilitate these processes. 

• Cell phone refurbishers and recyclers inter-
viewed by INFORM cited a number of design-
related impediments to refurbishment and recy-
cling that compromise efficiency and increase
program costs. Disassembly can be time-con-
suming, parts can be expensive and difficult to
replace, accessories can be hard to find, and
modifying the internal software can be compli-
cated. Some of these problems are common to
all cell phones while others are specific to cer-
tain makes and models. They all make refur-
bishment more difficult and costly.

• Most cell phone metals can be recovered and
sold, but there is little market for the plastics,
which are mostly burned off during smelting.
The typical phone contains a variety of plastics,
which cannot be separated cost-effectively.
Recycling is also hindered by the presence of
toxic contaminants such as brominated flame
retardants and beryllium. Since plastics make
up 40 percent of a cell phone’s contents, the
failure to reuse them represents a significant
waste of materials. 

Recommendations

To effectively address the problem of cell phone
waste, the programs that collect, refurbish, and recy-
cle used cell phones must be of a scale commensurate
with the scope of the problem. Today’s programs will
not be able to prevent a massive legacy of persistent
toxic waste and contamination from cell phones
unless they are dramatically expanded and improved.
The following recommendations aim to enable col-
lection programs to fulfill their potential through
both internal change and cooperative action by man-
ufacturers and public policy makers. 

1. New and existing collection programs must
improve cell phone recovery rates by conduct-
ing more aggressive promotional and advertis-
ing efforts, providing widespread, convenient-
ly located, and permanent phone drop-off
sites, and offering financial incentives for con-
sumers to donate their used phones.

• To increase participation, wireless providers
and the cell phone collection programs them-
selves need to do more to spread the word about
the importance of cell phone reuse and recy-
cling. National and regional advertising cam-
paigns and expanded media coverage would
increase public awareness of the programs and
highlight their value. Collections at retail out-
lets could be promoted more aggressively
inside the store, wireless providers could publi-
cize the programs in ads for their service plans,
and collection information could be included
with new phones and phone bills. 

• Collection programs should make it more con-
venient for consumers to donate their used
phones by establishing permanent drop-off sites
at a variety of high-traffic locations within a
community, such as shopping malls, supermar-
kets, banks, and post offices. Converting tem-
porary drives to permanent collection systems
would also help. This is especially true in the
case of RadioShack (a Donate a Phone program
partner), which has about 7100 stores nation-
wide and could recover much larger numbers of
phones if its collection drives were ongoing.  

• To motivate more people to donate their
phones, program participants with retail outlets

Findings and Recommendations • 7



should offer discounts and rebates on their
products to customers bringing in phones. In
the case of programs that recover significant
numbers of phones through direct donations,
participation could be increased by providing
free shipping in all cases, regardless of quantity.

2.  Collection programs should ensure that refur-
bished phones sold abroad are managed
responsibly after users discard them, and that
phones sent abroad for recycling are processed
and ultimately disposed of in a manner that
protects public health and the environment.

• Phones sent abroad should be returned to the
US for reuse and recycling, or systems need to
be established that enable these phones to be
collected, reused, and recycled abroad. Both of
these options present significant challenges
requiring the cooperation of all interested par-
ties, including the wireless industry, those
involved in refurbishing, recycling, and
reselling phones, and the collection programs
themselves. Establishing an overseas recovery
infrastructure would advance one of the goals
of the 1989 Basel Convention, which is to pre-
vent the dumping of hazardous materials in
developing countries. Revenues generated from
the sale of refurbished phones and recyclable
materials could be used to cover the costs of
this infrastructure.

• To ensure responsible recycling and disposal
practices, phones sent abroad should be tracked
at every point where they change hands. The
collection programs can require verification of
the ultimate destination of all product ship-
ments, as well as certificates of destruction/con-
sumption for all shipments processed.

3.  Cell phone manufacturers can alleviate imped-
iments to cost-effective refurbishment and
recycling by making relatively simple changes
in cell phone design and manufacturing,
which would in turn increase the profitability
of programs that collect, refurbish, and resell
used phones. 

• More durable designs that are easier to disas-
semble would reduce the time, labor, and costs
involved in refurbishing used cell phones.

Phones with fewer breakable parts (such as flip
panels and external antennae) or with parts that
can be easily snapped on and off are easier and
less costly to take apart and refurbish. 

• Standardized components would allow for
interchangeability among different makes and
models of phone. When a phone can use many
types of battery, adapter, or other accessory,
finding a replacement can be done more quick-
ly and easily. 

• Simplified internal software would expedite
refurbishing. Resetting a phone’s internal soft-
ware is one of the most time-consuming and
difficult parts of the refurbishing process. 

• Reducing the toxic constituents of cell phones
would make them more recyclable. Cell phones
manufactured with alternatives to brominated
flame retardants and beryllium-copper would
reduce contamination problems and improve
worker safety.

• Standardizing and labeling plastics and batter-
ies would facilitate both refurbishment and
recycling. Since different brands of cell phone
contain different plastics and battery types, this
would make sorting and replacing them more
cost-efficient.

4.  Policy initiatives at both the federal and state
levels can play a vital role in stimulating more
efficient systems of cell phone recovery that
substantially reduce the flow of this waste
stream to landfills and incinerators.

• Deposit refunds on cell phones would increase
the incentive for consumers to return their used
phones for reuse and recycling. In the US, bot-
tle and can recovery rates are more than two
and a half times higher in states that require
deposits on beverage containers than in states
that do not. 

• Landfill bans on cell phones would increase the
number of phones flowing into collection pro-
grams. Legislation requiring municipalities to
create systems for recovering, refurbishing, and
recycling used phones would make such bans
even more effective. Revenues generated from
the sale of recovered phones could help fund
these municipal programs. 

8 • Calling All Cell Phones: Collection, Reuse, and Recycling Programs in the US



• Targets for cell phone collection, reuse, and
recycling would give the wireless industry an
incentive to improve program efficiency.
Similarly, targets for reducing these products’
toxic constituents would give cell phone manu-
facturers an incentive to design for reuse and
recycling. Such targets are a critical component
of “extended producer responsibility” (EPR)
policies in effect in Europe and elsewhere. The
European Union’s (EU’s) recently adopted
Directive on Waste Electrical and Electronic
Equipment (WEEE Directive) establishes a cell
phone recycling/reuse target of 65 percent by
the end of 2006, and its Directive on the
Restriction of the Use of Certain Hazardous
Substances in Electrical and Electronic
Equipment (RoHS Directive) requires the elim-
ination of toxic substances (such as mercury,
lead, and certain brominated flame retardants)
from all electrical and electronic equipment,
also by 2006. (For more information on these
directives, see INFORM’s fact sheets  “European
Union Electrical and Electronic Products
Directives,” http://www.informinc.org/fact_
WEEEoverview.pdf, and “The WEEE and
RoHS Directives: Highlights and Analysis,”
http://www.informinc.orgfact_WEEE.pdf.) All
manufacturers wishing to sell their products in
any of the EU’s 15 member states must meet all
the requirements of both directives by the dates
specified. Worldwide action such as this may
force change in the US, especially in light of
the Basel Convention’s Initiative for a
Sustainable Partnership on Environmentally
Sound Management of End-of-Life Mobile
Phones, adopted in December 2002. This ini-
tiative, which aims to identify and establish
best practices for the refurbishment, recycling,
and disposal of used cell phones, may have an
effect on the export of used cell phones by US
collection programs.

• Mandated reporting on the collection and end use
of refurbished phones and recyclable materials
would provide valuable information on program
efficiency and the destination of cell phones that
wind up abroad. Full disclosure of this informa-
tion would allow consumers and others to eval-
uate and compare the global effectiveness of
individual programs.

5. By requiring manufacturers to bear the finan-
cial and/or physical responsibility for manag-
ing their products after consumers discard
them, policy makers can  provide a powerful
driver for them to create designs that facilitate
cell phone reuse and recycling. 

• A system of extended producer responsibility
would give manufacturers of cell phones that
can be efficiently refurbished and recycled a
competitive advantage. In the EU, the WEEE
Directive encourages environmentally sus-
tainable designs by holding manufacturers
financially responsible for the take-back and
management of their products at end of life. US
producers that offer cell phones designed for
reuse and recycling will be able to meet some
of the criteria imposed by the directive on com-
panies wishing to market their products in
Europe.

• Since toxic contaminants hinder recycling, EPR
could give manufacturers a stronger incentive
to design their cell phones with fewer toxic
components. The EU’s RoHS Directive calls
for the substitution of toxic substances with
safer alternatives, which could increase the
profitability of recycling electronic equipment
such as cell phones. 
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