MIREC Environmental Survey 2003 

In May 2003, MIREC Asset Management, the Information and Communication Technology refurbished, commissioned its second Environmental Survey. The first was published in October 2002. 

The survey is designed to ascertain the readiness of small to medium sized enterprises in the UK (‘UK ltd’) for forthcoming European Environmental legislation, most specifically the Waste Electronic and Electrical Equipment (WEEE) Directive. The WEEE Directive will require that most member states of the European Union enact legislation for the prevention of the landfilling of electronic waste – the fastest growing form of waste disposed of in the European Union, due to the massive technology boom of the last two decades. 

The survey was conducted by telephone by an independently commissioned researcher. All respondents were identified as the person responsible within that enterprise for the procurement of ICT equipment. (As the lifespan of, especially, computers has shortened in some companies to as little as one year the future terms of disposal are relevant for equipment that these companies are buying now, hence the relevance of the procurer, as opposed to a specific environmental officer or such other.)

Total Results 

Having ascertained that the respondent was responsible for the procurement and/or disposal of the company’s ICT equipment, the following results were obtained:

Question 1 – Level of ICT Usage

Can you estimate your company’s installed base of information and communications technology (ICT) equipment? (This includes desktop computers, laptops, phones, printers and faxes) to the nearest unit:

Light Users- 5-50 units


39%


Medium Users- 51-250 units

23%

Heavy Users-251-5000 units

38%

Question 2 – Disposal Rate

What proportion of your ICT hardware budget is made operationally obsolete every two years?

Careful Users- 1-10%


57%

Average Users- 11-30%

26%

Profligate- 31-100%


13%


Don’t Know



4%

Question 3 – Disposal Destination

What happens to the ICT equipment you discard?

(Note: Figures are each respondents answer, bold totals are the broad categories they fall into)

It is thrown out


16%


It goes to landfill


2.25%

Stored it for later


11.25%

Dumped total


29.5%

To staff, family and friends

22.25%




Charities/not-for profit organisations
13.75%

Sell/auction them to SME’s

4%




Returned to leasing company

6.5%




Resold/Reused Total

46.5%

Use a council collection scheme 
 5%

Use a disposal agent


19%


Recycled Total


24%

The 2003 survey, unlike last year’s, did not offer a direct “recycled” answer to Q3, as these answers were found to be unreliable, probably due to respondents answering according to what they should be doing. 

Taking this into account, the answers were almost unchanged, most notably with exactly the same number, over 29% freely admitting that they either dumped it or stored it – a procrastination of the problem, most likely taking up valuable storage space and leading to more dumping at a later date. 

It is noticeable that the lighter users (the smaller companies) were nearly three times as likely to admit to this solution. One notable answer to this question, from a smaller company was: “We tend to put our obsolete equipment in the skip out the back and it seems to just disappear overnight! Staff or locals must take it.”

Of the 47% who claimed to offer a ‘second use’ of their equipment, the smaller companies were more likely to use an unofficial solution (give to staff, family or friends 27%) whilst the larger users were more likely to claim it ends up with charities or not-for-profit organisation (22%). 

Question 3a-For those who use a disposal agent

Does the disposal company have the necessary waste disposal licenses?

(e.g. Waste Carriers License or Waste Management License)

No


0



Yes


11

Don’t Know

10

What is encouraging is that the respondents who answered in the true spirit of the WEEE Directive has gone up across the board: Disposed of through the council (up from 3% to 5%) and Use a Disposal Company (up from 12% to 19%).

One note of caution is that half of these respondents did not know whether the agent has the necessary Waste Management or Disposal Licenses, more rigorous auditing will be needed under the WEEE Directive to stop the ‘guard-dog-and-chain’ type companies illegally cashing in on UK Ltd’s good environmental intentions.
Question 3b-for those respondents who recycle

When did you start to dispose of your ICT equipment in an environmentally friendly manner?

Up to one year ago

8


Up to two years ago

10

Up to five years ago

9

Up to Ten years ago

1


Don’t know


2

Question 4- Legislation Knowledge

How much do you know about the following legislation?

                                   Nothing
Heard of it
Know basics
Very Familiar



WEEE Directive
89%

   7%

    4%

      0%



Basle Agreement
95%

   4%

    1%

      0%



RoHS Directive
93%

   7%

    0%

      0%

 


As with 2002, the respondents were asked how much they knew about the WEEE directive along with two other pieces of legislation, which were thought to be less high profile and therefore the answers should be correspondingly lower. 

What is worrying is that number of people who claim to know about the directive has gone down – considerably.  This was spread across all company sizes. 

One would-be respondent suggested a reason for such a worrying lack of awareness, just before refusing to answer the survey: “We’re not really interested thanks. We are a small company so I don’t see how legislation would affect us. We would throw anything in a skip.”
As stated in last year’s survey, in the Low Countries, all companies, households, local authorities, the national government and the producers have initiated a system that is operational, measurable and current.  

Question 4a- for those who know of the WEEE Directive

How did you first hear about the WEEE Directive?
Press






3

Business relationship (Client/Supplier)

4

Trade Organisation




5.5

Government Communication



5

Internet 





2.5

Don’t Know





0

Question 5-Staying Compliant

How do you keep in touch with your environmental compliance obligations?

National Press




7.5%

Trade Press




17%

Government Communication


7%

Trade Organisation



6%

Supplier




6%


Client





1%

Internet 




5.5%


Another department in the company

20%

Not my responsibility



21%

Don’t keep up to date



2%



Don’t know




1%

UK Ltd, it would appear, has little interest in such environmental stewardship. Last year, nearly 6 out of ten respondents stated that, despite holding responsibility for their company’s ICT procurement and/or disposal, it was not their responsibility to keep up to date with environmental compliance obligations with some admitting that they simply don’t keep in touch. This year this has fallen to a still alarming 44%. Notably, this attitude was more prevalent amongst the larger users and smaller users, with the medium sized companies noticeably lower. 

Question 6- Awareness of environmental issues

Can you select the least environmentally damaging process from the following?

Parts recovery



4%

Incineration



1%


Reselling



25.5%

Materials recycling


20%

Landfill




3%



Refurbishing



15%

Component Recycling


29.5%

Don’t Know



2%

Last year 41% of respondents selected reuse as the fairly logical right answer and whilst it has been omitted this time, the number picking resell and refurbish, the slightly less obvious ‘correct’ options, have greatly increased.  

Interestingly, several companies expressed concerns over reselling, especially to developing countries.  One respondent explained, “Reselling to developing or eastern European countries simply delays the problems of disposal.  Although our obsolete equipment may be appreciated in these areas, once it can’t be repaired or reused, these countries are likely to just dump it as they do not have the resources or laws in place to ensure that it is disposed of in an environmentally manner”. 

Alarmingly, there has been a very small increase in the number of companies selecting landfill as the most environmentally friendly process and 1% of respondents selected incineration.

Overall, 68.5% of respondents selected an answer involving recycling, which seems to have common environmentally friendly connotations.  Of course this contradicts the process of recycling, which takes place only when a piece of equipment and all of its constituent parts, cannot be repaired and/or used again.  

Question 7- Taking Responsibility 

Who do you feel should take the lead for implementation of environmentally responsible ICT disposal laws?

Manufacturers



34%

Channel Resellers


3%

Trade Organisations


0%

User Company



25%

Government



38%

Question 8- Cost of implementation

Please estimate the proportion of the ICT budget, that it might cost you to implement the WEEE Directive?

Under 5%


58%

6-10%



21%

11-20%


0%

21-33%


1%

More



0%

Don’t know


20%
