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T-Mobile’s head of external relations, Christian
Schwolow, says that through the GSM Association,
the company follows MPPI's progress closely,
bearing in mind T-Mobile’s “aim to improve the
environmentally sound management of used
mobile phones, including international shipments”.

Definitions, definitions
But not all parties are in agreement on the complex
and sensitive issue of exporting mobile phones.

According to the March minutes of the MPPI
meeting: “The grey area is whether or not the
parties interpret that used mobile phones destined
for repair, refurbishment or upgrading are covered
under article 1.1(a). [of the Basel Convention].”

From the industry’s viewpoint, mobile phones
no longer in use are the same as mobile phones
currently being used — only potentially hazardous
when disposed of improperly.

Jack Rowley, director of environment for the
GSM Association explains: “Some regulatory
authorities want to treat all used phones as
hazardous waste, which would mean permits,
controls, additional costs, security bonds. But the
industry point of view is that used phones are no
different than new phones.”

Motorola’s moves

Mark Durrant, Motorola's director of communications and public
affairs for Europe, Middle East and Africa, says that while the
average consumer may not be aware of the significance of
handset recycling, "you can't sustain a business without taking
your responsibilities seriously with regard to the legislative and
environmental framework in which you operate".

Motorola has launched a website dedicated to recycling and,
says Durrant, there are agreements with many postal companies
around the world, including eight in Europe, where users can
drop any handset into an envelope with a label printed from the
website, postage paid, to get the phone back to Motorola.

From the non-governmental organisation
perspective, Jim Puckett, representing the US-based
Basel Action Network (BAN), says: “Hazardous
waste is defined by its destination, for example if it
[shipment of phones] is going to be disposed of or
recycled, it is a waste. In case of repair, part of the
material is waste and part is product.”

BAN is most concerned that electronic scrap
could circumvent the Basel Convention by being
simply labelled “for repair” and end up in Nigeria,
as some already has, becoming what Puckett calls
“an environmental nightmare”. Citing BAN’s report
on the “Digital Dump”, Puckett adds: “To be
diligent, we must require testing before exporting
[to determine which parts are waste].”

Laws are only as effective as their ability to be
enforced, says GSM’s Rowley: “Authorities are
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understandably concerned about dumping, but
there is no need for new rules for mobiles, rather
enforcement of existing regulations.”

Decision tree

Collectively, members of MPPI created a “decision
tree” whereby according to the minute of a March
2006 meeting, “if wastes are classified as hazardous”
with regard to phones exported for recovery and
recycling, “it should constitute an interim
approach” and the Basel Convention would apply.
BAN summarises the decision tree as “a way to
determine if material falls under the Basel Conven-
tion.”

While the parties agreed on the decision-tree
process, the issue of cross-border shipment of
phones remains highly sensitive and yet to be truly
resolved. MPPI has recently published an Interim
Approach on Trans-boundary Movement of used
mobile phones on its website.

Over the past year, there has been good progress.
According to GeSI spokesman Zubaria Lone, France
Telecom/Orange’s director for environment health
and safety: “Working on the MPPI has been on an
industry level — together.”

The group has worked hard to reach a common
understanding of best practice guidelines. An MPPI
member notes: “The parties learned a great deal
about industry that wasn’t understood before.”

The difficult issues facing the members have
been resolved fairly openly — minutes of the
meetings are posted on MPPI's website. Behind the
scenes, the mood is pretty collaborative, as a

Recycling
initiatives

For concerted consumer
action, recycling awareness
is the first priority, followed
by ease of actually doing it
and, finally, a sense that
such efforts make a differ-
ence, say industry sources
working on encouraging
mobile recycling projects.

Only recently
have telecoms
companies been
able to prioritise
the costs
associated

with recycling
programmes
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T-Mobile connects

T-Mobile is co-operating with Motorola in the US in a test
to include recycling bags in new phone packaging. The two
companies have collaborated on the co-branding and
implementation of the programme.

T-Mobile's head of external communications, Christian
Schwolow, says the ultimate goal is that “all phone kits leaving
a T-Mobile facility will have a recycling bag included". The
company believes such packaging will encourage a more
automatic connection between turning in used phones when
acquiring new ones.

In Croatia last summer, T-Mobile and Nokia launched a joint
initiative for handing in phones. T-Mobile says the pair collected
about 55,000 phones and accessories for recycling purposes as a
result.

member of MPPI explains: “At the beginning of the

partnership, the parties understood the convention

quite well, but there was a learning curve for
industry about details of the convention and imple-
mentation.”

The MPPI work programme consists of four
specific projects:

* refurbishment — re-usage and guidance on facilities;

¢ collection — cross-border movement rules;

* material recovery and recycling end-of-life
of mobile phones - identifying recycling tech-
nologies and recommending future recycling
infrastructure; and

* awareness raising design considerations — collab-
oration on eco-friendly design.

Inform, a member of MPPI's design sub-group,
describes MPPI as unique in that it considers a
product’s design phase as well as recommendations
on how design changes can reduce the amount of
waste generated and facilitate reuse and recycling.

Guidance documents covering the four work
projects are expected to be published after the
parties meet again in December this year. Practically,
this means that an agenda has been clearly defined
and, in the next few months, an interpretation and,
hopefully, action points will follow.

The GSM Association hopes the guidelines will
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“provide those companies that are behaving
responsibly with benchmarks to measure their
performance” and at the same time “help national
authorities to identify companies with good prac-
tices”.

Roles to play

Awareness, consumer education and motivation (as
well as the ease of actually getting phones turned in
for recycling) remain the first and most critical steps
in effective handset recycling.

As handsets store more information, users are
more inclined to hold on to them, sensing some
intrinsic value in the handset — even if unused.
Some surveys have shown even an emotional
attachment.

Manufacturers’ programmes, regulatory devel-
opments and even enforcement of cross-border
shipment issues are limited if unused phones sit in
a drawer somewhere.

At the same time, consumers need to be aware
that not all recycling schemes are best for the long
term.

On one hand, it appears to be simple — turn in
your phone and someone, somewhere, will benefit.

But in reality, what matters most is, first, timing —
the older the phone gets, the lower the value for
refurbishment or recycling — and second, intelligent
recycling, which has a completely different impact
on the environment from backyard recycling. To
educate consumers about what happens to a phone
after collection, the MobileMuster recycling
programme in Australia hosts an informative
website.

Overall, collaboration is vital. As Nokia states:
“All parties in the value chain have a role to play. We
have the same goal and perhaps different methods,
but raising the awareness should be on everyone’s
agenda.”

Inform also points out that, for consumers to
know their efforts make a difference and that their
used mobile phones are being handled in an envi-
ronmentally conscious way, “data needs to be
provided to the public on amounts collected and
recycled”.

From an industry standpoint, telecom manufac-
turers and service providers carry a big
responsibility — to continue to provide the world
with the ability to communicate, with basic voice
and data services, as well as to respond to the
increasing demand for sophisticated services as fast
as technology allows.

Sustainability may arrive when consumers can
be persuaded to think about the impacts of handsets
on the environment. More awareness-raising via
partnerships, collaboration and incentives will be
needed to make this happen. Governments, too,
have their role to play, in supporting companies
seeking to close the loop on handset recycling and
remain profitable while doing so. l
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Useful links:
www.basel.int//industry/mppi.html
www.mobilemuster.com.au
www.fonebak.com
www.ban.org



