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Executive
Summary
Over the past two decades, the proliferation of
technology has led to an unprecedented amount of
electronic waste: the fastest-growing waste stream on
earth. Electronic waste — also known as e-waste or
waste electrical and electronic equipment (WEEE) —
can be hazardous for the environment if the materials
present are not managed appropriately.
However, if it is correctly managed,
e-waste can be a valuable source
of raw material. This is particularly
the case with urban mining 1, an
emerging activity that adds more
than $21 billion a year by extracting
gold, silver and other materials
from e-waste.
The widespread use of electronic
devices such as personal
computers, television sets, radios,
mobile phones, tablets and routers
causes e-waste to pile up as
these products reach the end of
their life cycle. According to the
United Nations University (UNU),
on average every person on the
planet generates 7kg of e-waste. In
2012, humanity generated around
48.894 kilotons. By 2015, this figure
will have reached 57.514 kilotons,
of which 8.6% — 4,968 kilotons —
will be produced in Latin America.
The mobile industry has two main
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sources of e-waste. The first is linked
to network infrastructure changes
and updates; the second is related to
the upgrade of mobile devices and
accessories by users.
This reality is not different in Latin
American and Caribbean countries.
According to UNU, there will be
around 7,225 kilotons of electric and
electronic devices in the region and
74,867 kilotons globally. Moreover,
GSMA Intelligence counts 632 million
mobile connections in the region
and 319 million unique subscribers
(Q3 2013). A huge number of people
own mobile devices, which have
an obsolescence cycle of 3 to 5
years, according to research for the
StEP Initiative carried out by MIT2.
In terms of weight, mobile phones
represent a small fraction of the
whole e-waste stream, however the
quantity of these items will grow in
the coming years. Therefore, it can

be expected that most of the mobile
phones on the market today will be
e-waste in 2018.
Aware of these issues, many
Latin American mobile network
operators (MNOs) are currently
carrying out a wide range of
campaigns and projects to improve
WEEE management, most of them
voluntarily. These initiatives have
been active for years. In Brazil, for
instance, Telefónica Vivo started its
program Recicle Seu Celular back
in 2006. In Chile, Entel was another
of the early adopters of these
initiatives with its Plan Gonzalo
initiated in 2007.
In that sense, regional mobile
network operators — members of
the GSMA — have set reverse logistic
schemes for collecting, stocking up,
categorising and disposing of WEEE.
They also invest in recycling frames,

Urban mining is the process of reclaiming precious and rare metals from electronic waste and other kind of waste that would otherwise end up in landfills.
Characterizing Transboundary Flows of Used Electronics
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make reforestation efforts, carry out
awareness campaigns and promote
standards adoption, such as universal
adaptor and similar activities.
However, alongside the voluntary
efforts, WEEE management
should comprehensively include
manufacturers, governments,
specialised companies and users.
Even in a complex environment
without legal frameworks or
comprehensive management
schemes, MNOs have carried out a
large number of projects. Only in
2013, Telefónica Movistar Ecuador
processed 112,321 obsolete mobile
phones, accessories, batteries and
chargers from their users. In Brazil,
the mobile network operator Oi
is investing USD10 million in five
recycling plants belonging to Descarte
Certo. In 2012, Descarte Certo
collected 43,782 mobile devices,
batteries and chargers from Oi
customers. In Brazil, TIM, Vivo and Oi
collected 90.6 tons of WEEE in 2012.
In Uruguay, mobile network operator
Antel has donated a wheelchair
to each person or institution that
gathers 25kg of e-waste. In Panamá,
Telefónica Movistar collected 44,500
obsolete artefacts and seeded 52,000
trees in exchange. In Mexico, ANATEL
(the National Telecommunications
Association) started a program to
combine the efforts of mobile network
operators to improve and audit the
reverse logistics needed to manage
e-waste created by the mobile industry.

In 2012, humanity generated
around 48.894 kilotons. By 2015,
this figure will have reached
57.514 kilotons, of which 8.6%
— 4,968 kilotons — will be
produced in Latin America.
Most of these projects have been
undertaken by mobile operators
themselves, as countries in Latin
America lack legal frameworks
related specifically to e-waste
management. Only in recent years
have some countries started to
discuss and apply a new law — as in
Brazil and Ecuador. The majority of
legal frameworks around the world
include the concept of extended
producer responsibility or EPR.
According to this concept, introduced
by the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development
(OECD), the manufacturer of the
product is responsible for the entire
lifecycle of the product, especially
including post-consumption — takeback, recycling and final disposal.
But these legal frameworks consider
the industry as a whole, and within
its comprehensive schemes, mobile
network operators are just part of
a wider group of actors. In Latin
America, MNOs are importers and
distributors of mobile devices
and they are considered to be
manufacturers by different laws.

However, compared to European
countries — like Spain 3, for
instance — legislation in Latin
American countries lacks
comprehensive, coordinated
and collaborative schemes. This
forces mobile network operators to
assume the role of the manufacturer
for devices they do not produce.
Therefore, network operators are
constrained by laws in countries
where the infrastructure required
to manage e-waste is lacking, and
where manufacturers are absent
so they cannot take responsibility
for the devices they produce.
In addition, most people around
the region ignore the environmental
risks of inappropriate e-waste
management.
Facing these circumstances,
mobile network operators
continue to negotiate with
policymakers, governments and
members of the industry, investing
in recycling schemes and making
the general public aware of how to
deal with e-waste.

Royal Decree 208/2005, 25th February, on electrical and electronic equipment and management of its waste. Broadly this decree set an extended producer,
distributor and importer responsibility scheme. It also sets a self-governed regulatory body in charge of controlling how companies perform in regards
to e-waste management. Moreover, it adds a green tax on electric and electronic equipment introduced to the market, in order to finance the activities of
this regulatory body.
3

4

e-waste in
Latin America
Electronic waste
growth in Latin America

4,968
kt

4,226
kt

3,511
kt
2009

2012

2015

KT = 1Kiloton = 1.000 Tons

Source: UNU

WEEE in Latin America countries highlighted on this report

2015

el salvador
argentina
panama
mexico
brasil
ecuador
Uruguay
chile

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

1,400

1,600

1,800

kilotons

3 to 5 years
is the average
lifespan of a
smartphone

Source: MIT/StEP Initiative

In 2014,
Latin America
will produce

8.6%

of the
global WEEE

From 2012
to 2015 Latin
America WEEE
will increase

17.5%

source: StEP Initiative

is the average amount of e-waste
produced by every person on the planet

45% Plastic
10% Ceramic
20% Copper
20% Gold, aluminum
and other metals
5% Non-metals

USD21
million
a year in
gold, silver,
and other
metals can
be extracted
from WEEE
Source: e-Waste Academy (EWAM)

Latin America

mobile operators
willingly develop:

Source: TIM Recarregue o Planeta

What’s in a smartphone

A ton of gold ore contains
5g of gold , whereas a
ton of mobile phones
contains 400g of gold

Results of the recycling process

BATTERIES

COMPONENTS

Composition:

Composition:

Cobalt
Nickel
Copper

Batteries, magnets,
stainless steel, metal
oxides, ink pigment,
and salts.

PLASTIC

Gold
Palladium
Copper

Composition:

Jewelry, musical
instruments,
electronic equipment

Traffic cones, chairs,
tyres, pet food
containers and other
everyday objects.

Plastic

Reverse
logistic schemes

Recycling
programs

Awareness
campaigns

Standards
adoption

e-waste iN LATIN AMeRICA

V

Conclusions
As the mobile economy in Latin America grows, so
does the number of mobile devices in use and the
network equipment needed to deliver high-quality
mobile service. As a result, the amount of e-waste
related to these activities is rising.
Far from ignoring this problem, mobile
network operators — members of
GSMA — are implementing a wide
range of projects, including: (1)
recycling network equipment, (2)
implementing reverse logistic schemes
to store and manage unused mobile
devices, chargers, and batteries, and
(3) conducting awareness campaigns
to alert people about the risks of
inappropriate e-waste management.
Mobile network operators from Latin
America are joining other industry
actors to implement and coordinate
collective action.

Latin American operators
accept their responsibility
to deal with post-consumption
e-waste, but remain isolated
and face very high costs
of treating electronic
waste they are not solely
responsible for.

However, in terms of WEEE
management, the region has two
characteristics that impede the
actions of mobile network operators:
excessively rigid legal frameworks
and a lack of infrastructure for WEEE
management.

of the product, especially postconsumption. This type of
requirement includes comprehensive
WEEE management schemes.
Network mobile operators are one
of the many parts on these schemes
and they are included in a balanced
manner4. Due to the characteristics
of the Latin American market the
mobile network operators assume
manufacturers role generating
excessive costs and obligations.

Requirements for e-waste
management in Latin America are
relatively new, and governments have
established rigid legal frameworks
without the input or consent of the
involved parties. At a global scale,
legal frameworks include the concept
of extended producer responsibility,
which makes the manufacturer
responsible for the entire lifecycle
4

Second, Latin America lacks the
infrastructure needed to manage the
amount of WEEE generated in the
region. For example, according to
Waste Management World, lacking

the infrastructure for solid waste
management costs Brazil around
USD13 billion per year. Moreover,
the vast majority of Latin American
countries do not have recycling
plants to process hazardous
materials such as mobile phone
batteries. Therefore, these materials
must be sent to other countries for
proper disposal.
This puts mobile operators in a
dilemma: if they voluntarily assume
responsibility, they could end up
isolated, facing the high cost of
managing e-waste that was not
generated solely by them. In regard
to network equipment, MNOs act

Royal Decree 208/2005, 25th February, on electrical and electronic equipment and management of its waste.
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The region needs a business
ecosystem that includes
devices with extended
lifecycles, actors who accept
their responsibility, ecoefficient production and
commercialization chains,
and regulatory frameworks
that foster integrated
e-waste management.
differently, taking full responsibility
according to the legal framework of
each country. For example, Telefónica
managed 620 tons of RAEE from its
networks around Latin America.
In this context, Latin American
countries should foster extensive
multi-stakeholder discussions to
achieve transparent, comprehensive
and coordinated regulatory
frameworks. The region needs
to increase appropriate WEEE
management, encourage best
practices on reuse and recycling,
and develop an effective method for
measuring results. New rules should
be agreed among manufacturers,
importers, operators, service
providers and recycling companies.
These are the recommendations
of a wide range of worldwide
institutions such as the ITU, the
StEP Initiative, EMPA and RELAC
Platform, among others.

In addition, it is essential that
operators continue to use all
communication channels to raise
awareness about the importance
of proper management of
e-waste among its customers.
It is vital to educate users on
their responsibility for the proper
disposal of obsolete mobile
devices and the environmentally
friendly alternatives — as well
as sustainability programs
offered across different Latin
American countries. Many mobile
network operators also adopt
and promote the standards and
best practices recommended by
the ITU for sustainability of the
telecommunications sector. It
is recommended that: 1) green
products are produced that are
cheaper to recycle, 2) software
is upgraded to extend the useful
life of devices and to reduce the
cost of reuse, and 3) solutions are

implemented such as the universal
charger, an ITU initiative that builds
on the previous work of the GSMA.
The WEEE management industry
has expanded worldwide and led
to new concepts such as urban
mining. MNOs and other industry
players should pay special attention
to these concepts when seeking
sustainable business models for
e-waste management. According to
experts of e-Waste Academy (EWAM)
led by StEP Initiative, 320 tons of
gold and 7,500 tons of silver per year
are required to produce electronic
devices such as PCs and cell phones.
If this material could be efficiently
extracted, it would have a market
value of USD21 billion.
In short, the mobile industry in Latin
America is generating a major social
and environmental contribution
through various e-waste campaigns
and treatment programs. These
projects are essential to sustainable
growth of mobile services. It is time
for the industry to join forces and
advocate for fair WEEE regulations
with equitable financial burdens
and transparent and auditable
systems. Initiatives such as those
detailed in this report can be even
more effective and beneficial to
society, and in order to achieve
that, the region needs a business
ecosystem that includes devices
with extended life cycles, actors
assuming their responsibility,
eco-efficient production and
commercialization chains, and
regulatory frameworks that foster
integrated e-waste management.
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To see the complete report, visit www.gsma.com/latinamerica/

