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1. 
Introduction 

1.1
Scope and Objectives 

The purpose of this study is to present the evolution of the issue of computer recycling and reconditioning in industrialized countries (IC) and in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC). 

The work is guided by four main questions:

1.     
What are the differences between developed countries and developing countries in regard to the evolution of computer recycling projects?

Experiences in each group of countries. 

2.
What are the consequences of this process for LAC countries?

Risks and opportunities that may develop.

3.
What role should each sector play in this area? 

Review of participation of various social actors.

4.
What strategy could be adopted in the future that takes into account the overview presented in this study?

With a view to avoid negative consequences. 

This study is based mainly on the information obtained from the answer to the first question. This response will be addressed at the macro-regional and local levels, and specific examples will be offered in regard to the latter.

The responses to this first question allow us to present and build the information that we will need to respond to the others.

Analyses will be developed according to information obtained mainly from websites. The levels of information presented are differentiated by region. ICs present larger amounts of systematized information on the topic because they have more fully developed actions and policies, particularly in regard to e-waste. 

There is a general lack of information on recycling and reconditioning of PCs in LAC, and this situation is even more pronounced in the Caribbean, where there is practically no data available on experiences of this nature, if they exist. This study reflects this situation.

SUR’s project on Applied Research on Computer Recycling meets part of this need. With the exception of two studies and a specific project developed by the IDRC, this issue has not been taken up in a sustained manner in developing countries. The topic is groundbreaking in the region, and in some cases one must assume that the difficulties associated with obtaining data indicate that this study is ahead of its time.

RESEARCH FINDINGS

The following are some of our main findings:

Lack of research in the region

The first study reveals that there is a complete lack of research on PC recycling and e-waste in LAC. The only study that we were able to locate focuses on the production and treatment of e-waste in a single region of Chile.

Most organizations focus on PC reconditioning in order to bridge the digital divide. Though they recognize that large volumes of e-waste are produced, they have not developed a final strategy for treating it. According to “Todo Chilenter,” 8 tons of waste is produced every 45 days.

Need to redefine research concepts

One topic related to the construction of knowledge in this area is the need to review and adjust concepts that are used to address this problem. The most important is the need to replace the concept of recycling with that of reconditioning. Recycling is a complex and comprehensive process that involves the complete transformation of equipment. The projects that we have studied mainly address the reassembly and repair of PCs and thus cannot be described as recycling initiatives.

There is also a need to broaden the study of the phenomenon of transference to include the issue of donations in the process of receiving used PCs.   

Differentiation between North and South

Bridging the digital divide and protecting the environment are the main issues that motivate the recycling and reconditioning of computers that have fallen in disuse as a result of the accelerated production of the technology industry in the Information Society.

The main concern In Latin American countries is bridging the digital divide. Social projects therefore adopt different strategies for promoting and facilitating the reconditioning and recycling of used computers donated locally and abroad.

In ICs the emphasis on PC recycling is focused on protecting the environment. Countries have adopted strong measures and strategies for regulating the negative impact of e-waste.

The concept of recycling was introduced fifteen years ago in these countries, which have regional prevention policies in place as well as an industry for recycling electronic equipment.

The participation of civil society organizations that promote and denounce the exportation of e-waste to developing countries is noteworthy and is mentioned in a study on this type of exportation to Asia and Africa. 

Diverse Implementation Models

There are at least three models for transferring PCs:

· Direct, free donations to beneficiaries

· Donations that use intermediaries who assume the costs of these activities

· Direct donations without intermediaries that represent costs to beneficiaries

There also are various development models for implementing social recycling projects. These range from government subsidized projects that generally support formal education initiatives (schools) through Ministries of Education and projects that support base organizations that are subsidized by foreign organizations and the government.

Given the need that exists in LAC, the transfer of used PCs for supporting social projects always has a positive reading. The high price of equipment and the economic precariousness of vulnerable sectors promote and facilitate the reception of used PCs from ICs. In some cases this lack has allowed for the internment of e-waste, which is mentioned mainly in the media. However, Latin America presents conditions that differ from those of Asia and Africa, parts of which have become true dumping grounds for waste from ICs.

In general, IC donations to LAC follow a fairly institutionalized course. They generally come from social organizations that have standards regarding the level of the equipment that is donated. They are also concerned about the environmental impact of e-waste.

There is no data to suggest that there are significant amounts of donations, which might contribute to creating an environmental problem. In this sense it would be interesting to study secondary commerce, which may lead to problems with the transfer of used PCs in the long-term.

Variety of Projects

The research shows that there are diverse conditions in the areas of PC recycling and e-waste in Latin American countries. Colombia is a pioneer in this field and has enjoyed the greatest amount of success in the area of reconditioning of PCs in order to support formal education processes. Most experiences in LAC still incipient or have had a lower level of impact.

These same differences are observed in the area of social organizations. The most successful project in terms of impact, consolidation and comprehensiveness is CDI Brazil and some of its affiliates. These types of initiatives also are developing fairly quickly in Chile, which will soon unveil a recycling center. 

Institutionalization of Computer Reconditioning Processes 

Social projects in LAC reveal a process of institutionalizing PC recycling and reconditioning. This is mainly defined in projects that support schools and formal education and is fairly institutionalized in governmental projects to support education such as “Computers para Educar” in Colombia and “Todo Chilenter” in Chile. 

Recycling initiatives tend to involve social organizations rather than government agencies, and it is important to note that their objectives and the type of support that they receive differ from those of educational projects. They are generally very limited experiences, with the exceptions of Brazil and Chile, which have had fairly successful development. The level of professionalism that the recycling and reconditioning process requires creates a demand for a strong level of organization and specialization. This may be one of the reasons that many social organizations are not able to develop a PC reconditioning system in spite of their interest in doing so.

Experience shows that recycling processes that involve a large volume of computers require professionalization and institutionalization. As a result, the most significant progress is made by established social organizations. This is contradictory because the need for PCs is present in the organizations with the worst economic conditions.     

Foreign and Local Donations

There is a marked difference between international donations and local ones. The former present a lower amount of waste, better quality items and greater probabilities of a life span. In addition to higher volumes of donations, the technical specifications are similar (brand, year, etc.) and maintenance is therefore less expensive. However, it is important to note that they involve more complex and costly transfer processes.

In general, national donations do not involve purchasing or transportation costs, which means that they involve the extension of local PCs’ life spans and do not contribute to the problem of e-waste. However, locally donated PCs are of lower quality and have shorter life spans.

The capacity for donation in the national context is variable, and some experiences involve higher levels of donations than others. This is a key factor in the projects’ success. The “Computadores para Educar” system includes national donations from the private sector, while “Todo Chilenter” has had difficulty securing donations from that sector and mainly relies on public sector donations. In other words, it meets its own needs. 

This is a signal that the issue goes beyond the creation of incentives and tax benefits designed to secure local donations. While these proposals can stimulate activity, there is another issue at hand. In Chile, more and more companies are using leasing, which guarantees high-quality next generation systems, maintenance services, and timely replacement of units. The PC industry eliminates or reconditions leased units and puts them back on the market. As a result, this figure does not create an opportunity for donation, which diminishes the possibility of obtaining PCs at the local level. 

Pending Topic 1: Electronic Waste

In spite of the natural increase in e-waste there are no direct measures for regulating prevention and treatment. There is also a lack of active citizen participation. In general, there is no culture of recycling in Latin American nations, and environmental protection is only considered by certain specialized groups. Most people are not aware of recycling or e-waste, and these issues are not even familiar to experts who work in the field of ICT. This suggests that there is a need to create awareness and citizen actions so that the people can become more responsible regarding e-waste. There also is a need to present viable solutions for waste treatment and to generate spaces and strategies for getting people involved in these issues.

As a result, there are opportunities to create large social projects regarding e-waste that support PC reconditioning projects and to develop specific strategies for limiting the negative impact of e-waste.

Latin America has an e-waste treatment industry called Recicla, which is based in Chile. There is also a social recycling initiative called ASSIC in Mexico, but it is not an industry.

Pending Topic 2: Getting People Involved in this Area in LAC

The public discourse on PCs in LAC focuses on the benefits of ICTs, the need for universal access to them, and the efforts that each country’s government is making to achieve this. The environmental issue is not included in these discussions. As a result, the people are not aware of the toxic components of PCs and opportunities to intervene as citizens and consumers. 

Most Latin American governments have not considered the environmental issues in a manner that is conducive to creating awareness. They are not aware of the political will to develop general recycling initiatives as in ICs. This is in keeping with the absence of information about and interest in achieving citizen participation in this area.

Nor are there civil society organizations that focus on this area. In general, existing recycling projects are focused on recovering obsolete equipment and are eventually accompanied by training and monitoring efforts. 
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