Computers—A Hazardous Waste 

They once cost thousands of dollars and were considered a major investment meant to last. Now computers sell for hundreds of dollars and are obsolete 18 months after they are out of the bubble wrap. Rapid innovation in computer hardware is dramatically cutting the cost and the useful life of modern computers, creating a solid waste problem in the process.


Computers are more than just household waste. They contain large amounts of substances such as lead, cadmium, mercury, and chromium that can leach into soil and contaminate groundwater or, if incinerated, can be released into the air. The average personal computer contains nearly 2 kilograms (about 4 pounds) of lead. Much of the lead is associated with the cathode ray tube screen. In addition, electronic circuit boards typically contain significant amounts of cadmium, mercury, and chromium. Each year, approximately 50 million computers become obsolete in the United States, but only 11 percent are recycled. It will no doubt get worse as computers become increasingly cheaper, faster, and more disposable. The good news is that most computers are highly reusable, and up to 97 percent of the parts can be recycled, either as upgraded components for use in other computers or melted down as scrap.


In 2000, Massachusetts became the first state to initiate a ban on the disposal of household computer screens, TV sets, and other glass picture tubes in landfills and incinerators. The state set up six collection centers to handle the items, and cities and towns must now transport the items to those centers. From there, they will either be refurbished or sent on for recycling. Many corporations that manufacture and sell electronic products now participate in “e-cycling programs” in which they take back obsolete electronic products for recycling. 
