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Testimony in Support of Maine’s Electronic Waste Bill, LD 0743

With electronic waste growing at an unprecedented rate—three times faster than our overall municipal waste stream, Maine’s legislation, LD 0743 is a timely solution that will protect public health, reduce financial and infrastructure burdens on municipal waste authorities and promote the design of electronic products that are cleaner and safer through their entire life cycle. 

The market for electronic products is unlike any other consumer market in its ability to create products that become obsolete within a year or two to newer, faster more efficient products.  At present, the cost of managing discarded computers and electronics falls on taxpayers and local governments. Over the past decade, manufacturers have only been accountable to putting products on the market that perform well during the use stage. As a result, product design never took into account the environmental, public health and financial implications of electronic waste. The manufacture take back provision proposed in LD 0743 establishes an infrastructure that provides clear financial incentives for electronic manufacturers to re-create products that can easily be reused and recycled without creating hazardous waste.  

Manufacturers have expressed the need to establish a uniform system that will be accountable to the electronic waste problem.  Unfortunately, the National Electronic Product Stewardship Initiative (NEPSI) did not result in a national solution, as it intended to do so, which is why many of the state officials who participated in that process are now helping to introduce legislation in their respective states.  Initially many states were looking to California to provide a solution that could be replicated elsewhere. Although California is working on a bill similar to LD 0743, it is now clear that to effectively build a sustainable solution to this problem, many states including Maine need to take a leadership role in resolving this issue. To ensure that states are working together to establish a more uniform infrastructure for electronic waste, the solutions put forward in LD 0743 are consistent with and complement the legislative approaches that are now being introduced in over a dozen states.  
On the global level, LD 0743 is consistent with the approaches set forth in Europe under the European Union’s WEEE and ROHS Directives  (Waste From Electronic and Electrical Equipment and the Restriction on Hazardous Substances). These two Directives create the most comprehensive electronic waste program in the world by mandating manufacturer responsibility for end of life electrical and electronic products. The Directives cover a broad range of electronic products ranging from computers to hair dryers to refrigerators to electronic toys.

Implementation of WEEE at the EU level was a result of years of work on behalf of member countries, such as Sweden, Norway and the Netherlands who had already implemented manufacturer take back programs in their respective countries. Recognizing the need to develop a uniform system that would be accountable to all electronic waste in Europe, these member states knew that a harmonized EU led initiative was the ultimate solution. By implementing this Directive along with a parallel one on the Restriction of Hazardous Substances, the EU has established a strong international program that builds on some member countries’ learned experiences and successes. 

Key Components of Europe’s EPR Directives 


Financing of electronic waste equipment:  Consumers can return e-waste to collection points free of charge.  Individual producers bear the cost of organizing disposal, recycling and reuse of all products they put on the market after 2005. Producers can charge consumers an additional front-end fee that varies depending on the particular product.  

Labeling: Producers must clearly label their products to allow for identification and to inform consumers that e-waste is banned from municipal waste and must be handled separately.

Product Design: The WEEE Directive mandates that products must be designed for dismantling and recovery. By 2006, industry will have to recycle or reuse more than half of the old equipment on the market. The Directive specifies recycling rates that increase over time. 

Ban on Hazardous Substances (ROHS Directive) : With some exemptions, components containing lead, cadmium, mercury, hexavalent chromium and certain brominated flame retardants (PBBs, Penta-BDE and Octa-BDE, possible Deca-BDE as well) must be phase out by July 1, 2006.  

Collection and Recovery of Waste Equipment: The member states have until 2005 to introduce take back systems and collection facilities for all electrical and electronic equipment.  E-waste will be banned from municipal waste and must be collected separately.  Manufacturers must meet a collection rate of four kilograms per person per year.  

The European Union’s Directives will create a uniform EPR system enabling industry to avoid having to meet different requirements set in member countries (although individual countries under European law can appeal for more stringent requirements).  

Contrary to the electronic trade associations’ opposition to manufacturer take back programs introduced in the United States, major multi-national electronic manufacturers publicly supported the EU Directives.  In fact, European environmental organizations and electronic manufacturers wrote a joint letter to the European Commission in support of the Directives (see attachment for entire letter). 

"All companies, producers as well as importers should meet individual financial responsibility from collection points for the recycling of their own household products introduced after the directive comes into force.  This will encourage competition in design for the environment and product development, as well as recycling operations.” 
--Letter to the European Commission signed by Electrolux, Nokia, Ericsson, Hewlett-Packard, IBM, ICL, Intel and Sony Europe.
In the United States, there are also examples of companies who have benefited from manufacturer take back programs. Most notable is Xerox’s Asset Recovery program, which has brought in over one billion dollars worth of revenue.  Xerox leases most of its equipment to consumers.  When the equipment has reached the end of its consumer life, materials and parts are dismantled so that they can be reused into new Xerox products.  Maine’s LD 0743 will help this type of financially beneficial program become more widespread within the electronic industry.  

By implementing LD 0743, Maine will be taking a leadership role with other states to help the United States develop a system that will be accountable to the massive amounts of electronic waste building up in basements, landfills and incinerators. It will prevent the waste from being exported to developing countries with no labor or health standards. It will insure that manufacturers prioritize the use of safe, clean materials that can be reused and recycled at the end of life. Also of great importance during a time of increasing state budget deficits, LD 0743 will allow taxpayer resources to be diverted from waste management to other public services like health care and education. 

