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1 Introduction

1 Introduction
The definition of e-waste is essential to
Step as an organization as well as its activities and its contributions to the worldwide solution of the e-waste problem.
There is global inconsistency in the understanding and application of the term “ewaste” in both legislation and everyday use.
This has resulted in many definitions contained within e-waste regulations, policies
and guidelines. The intent of this paper is
to provide a non-legal definition of the
term and clarity about how the term should
be used.
E-waste is one of the fastest growing waste
streams globally. The UNU ADDRESS
project documents that e-waste volume
placed on the market since 1990 has grown
from 19.5 million tonnes to 57.4 million
tonnes in 2010 and is set to more than triple to approximately 75 million tonnes by
20151.
E-waste contains hazardous substances that,
if treated inappropriately at end-of-life, can
damage human health and the environment.
It also contains complex valuable materials,
such as precious metals which need to be
treated properly to effectively recover them
with minimal environmental impact.

2 Clarity on EEE
To provide a foundation to support the definition of e-waste, it is necessary to first
define electrical and electronic equipment
(EEE). The Step definition of EEE is:
“Any household or business item with circuitry or electrical components with power
or battery supply.2”
This definition of EEE is independent to
the definition used to determine the product scope of any e-waste or producer responsibility legislation.
1

J Huisman, Eco-efficiency evaluation of WEEE
take-back systems, Waste Electrical and Electronic
Equipment (WEEE) Handbook, 93-119, 2012
2
The Step Initiative, www.step-initiative.org

The Step definition of EEE includes both
household and business items. Some ewaste legislation differentiate the two as
being separate streams and impose differing obligations on producers of household
and business products. It is important to
note that falling within the accepted definition of EEE is not the same as falling within the scope of a particular national or local
e-waste policy.
Within specific e-waste legislation, the
scope includes or excludes certain types of
EEE. The European Union’s WEEE Directive, 2012/19/EU3, classifies all electrical and electronic items as potentially being in scope, with some specific exceptions
such as filament bulbs and large scale fixed
installations. In the United States, there is
no federal e-waste law; therefore, there is
no nationwide legal definition of e-waste
scope. There are, however, state laws
where the inclusion or exclusion of products varies from state to state. In general,
references to “e-waste” in the United
States refer to mobile phones, IT equipment and televisions, while other electrical
and electronic appliances are mostly regulated as municipal solid4.

3 Definition of E-waste
The term “e-waste” itself is selfexplanatory, in the sense that it is an abbreviation of “electronic waste”. A key part
of the definition is the word “waste” and
what it logically implies – that the item has
no further use and is rejected as useless or
excess to the owner in its current condition.
The definition of e-waste that has been
agreed by Step is:
“E-Waste is a term used to cover items of
all types of electrical and electronic
equipment (EEE) and its parts that have
3

Directive 2012/19/EU of the European Union and
of the council of date on 4 July 2012 published in
issue L197 of the Official Journal on 24 July 2012:
view file: last accessed on 21 February 2014
4
http://www.electronicstakeback.com/home/, The
Electronics Takeback Coalition, Scope of Products
in E-Waste Laws, view file: last accessed on 21
February 2014
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been discarded by the owner as waste
without the intention of re-use.”
It is important to note that the definition
includes all types of EEE, as there is no
room for regional variance or preference in
a global definition; the fact that the item in
question meets the definition “with circuitry or electrical components with power or
battery supply” qualifies it for inclusion.
The inclusion of “parts” within the definition refers to parts that have been removed
from EEE by disassembly and are electrical or electronic in nature.
The use of the term “discarded” is also
central to this definition, meaning to throw
away5 or get rid of as useless 6 . The term
implies that the item in question is considered excess or waste by the owner. It is the
critical point at which the potential nature
of the item changes from a useful product
to that of waste.

4 Perceptions of E-waste
by the Owner
An area of inconsistency noted by owners
or asset controllers (hereafter referred to
collectively as “owners”) of EEE is the
point at which the product becomes waste.
This is where the decision of the owner defines if the item in question is e-waste, or if
it can be directly re-used by someone else
for the same purpose for which the product
was originally designed. In the latter, the
equipment is not considered waste. The act
of determining fully functional product as
e-waste by the owner appears to be widespread, which potentially impacts the opportunity for reuse by blurring the suitability of the item for reuse.
This area of inconsistency highlights the
inappropriate use of the term “discard”, as
well as the act of discarding. The word
“discard” is defined in the Merriam5

Discard, Merriam-Webster, www.meriamwebster.com/dictionary/discard: last accessed on 21
February 2014
6
Discard, Collins,
www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/disca
rd: last accessed on 21 February 2014
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Webster dictionary as “to throw (something) away because it is useless or unwanted”, and in the Collins English Dictionary as “to get rid of as useless or undesirable”.
It is in line with the waste hierarchy (reduce, reuse, recycle) and also environmentally preferable that functional EEE items
are not discarded as waste, but rather given
an opportunity for reuse either directly by
the owner, who may choose to donate or
sell the item, or by a specialist organization
that may donate or sell the item following
a functional test, data wipe, evaluation
process or repair.
The act of discarding EEE as e-waste occurs when the owner decides the item is no
longer useful to them (due to failure, technical capability, cosmetic condition, age,
replacement, organizational policy, depreciation, etc.). The owner usually discards
the item to be collected for preparation for
reuse (a process involving functionality
testing, refurbishment, data wipe or repair)
or recycling depending on the condition of
the item. The EEE does not need to be
non-functional for it to be designated as ewaste by the owner, as it is the owner’s
opinion or choice to discard as e-waste if
they so decide. It is the responsibility of
the receiving party to determine how best
to maximize the value of the item that they
have received. The motivation for directly
discarding items for recycling rather than
for preparation for reuse may be due to
lack of functionality, age, cosmetic condition or business policy and would be broken down into component materials for recycling into raw material. However, large
amounts of EEE are still disposed of in
household bins going directly to disposal,
skipping over the possibility for any reuse
or recycling.
There are situations where an owner (often
business) has agreed to return an EEE item
to a manufacturer, under a service, leasing
or trade-in contract, for example. In these
and similar situations, this return is not an
act of discarding, and, as such, the item is
not considered or treated as e-waste.
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Table 1 below shows the impact of discarding between the item either remaining EEE

or becoming e-waste and how other processes are dependent on that determination.

Figure 1 EEE to E-Waste with Reuse flow
Table 1 Definition of terms used in Figure 1

Manufacture The phase of the EEE product lifecycle where it is manufactured.
Use

The phase of the product lifecycle where it is used for the first time.

Discard

The decsion by the owner to discard or not discard the product. Discarding indicates
it becomes e-waste, whereas not discarding and routing to reuse indicates it is not
waste.

Reuse7

“Reuse of electrical and electronic equipment or its components is to continue the
use of it (for the same purpose for which it was conceived) beyond the point at which
its specifications fail to meet the requirements of the current owner and the owner
has ceased use of the product”. Products could be donated or traded before or in this
phase.

Preparation
for Reuse8

Preparation for reuse comprises any operation performed to bring used EEE or its
components into a condition to meet the requirements of a next potential owner.

Recycle

The phase of the product lifecycle where due to lack of functionality, cosmetic
condition or age the product is broken down into component materials and recycled
into raw material for use in the manufacture of new EEE or other products.

Disposal

Material that cannot be recycled into raw material for use in manufacture of new
EEE or other products would need to be disposed of using other methods, such as
energy recovery or landfill. Items that are disposed of in household bins may move
directly to this phase avoiding any opportunity of reuse or recycling.

7
8

Step Initiative, One Global Understanding of Re-Use – Common Definitions (White Paper), 6, 2009
Step Initiative, One Global Understanding of Re-Use – Common Definitions (White Paper), 6, 2009
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5 Conclusion
The definition of the term “e-waste” is
simply all types of EEE that have been discarded. However, the potential use of the
term has been made more complex because
the point at which EEE becomes waste is
often viewed subjectively. This paper has
explored the subjectivity and defined the
point at which EEE becomes e-waste:
when it is discarded as waste by the owner
without the intention of reuse.

7
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About the Step Initiative:
“Step envisions to be agents and stewards of change, uniquely leading global thinking, knowledge,

awareness and innovation in the management and development of environmentally, economically and
ethically-sound e-waste resource recovery, re-use and prevention.”
Step is an international initiative comprised of manufacturers, recyclers, academics, governments and
other organizations committed to solving the world’s waste electrical and electronic - e-waste - problem. By providing a forum for discussion among stakeholders, Step is actively sharing information,
seeking answers and implementing solutions.
Our prime objectives are:
 Research and Piloting
o By conducting and sharing scientific research, Step is helping to shape effective policy-making
 Strategy and goad setting
o A key strategic goal is to empower pro-activity in the marketplace through expanded
membership and to secure a robust funding base to support activity
 Training and Development
o Step’s global overview of e-waste issues makes it the obvious provider of training on
e-waste issues
 Communication and branding
o One of Step’s priorities is to ensure that members, prospective members and legislators are all made aware of the nature and scale of the problem, its development opportunities and how Step is contributing to solving the e-waste problem.
The Step initiative came about when several UN organizations, who were increasingly aware of the
growing global e-waste problem, saw the need for a neutral, international body to seek real, practical
answers that would be supported by manufacturers, recyclers and legislators alike.
Step’s core principles:
1. Step views the e-waste issue holistically, focusing on its social, environmental and economic impact – locally, regionally, globally.
2. Step follows the lifecycle of equipment and its component materials from sourcing natural resources, through distribution and usage, to disposal.
3. Step’s research and pilot projects are “steps to e-waste solutions”.
4. Step vigorously condemns the illegal activities that exacerbate e-waste issues, such as the illegal
shipments, recycling practices and disposal methods that are hazardous to people and the environment.
5. Step encourages and supports best-practice reuse and recycling worldwide.

Contact:
Step Initiative
c/o United Nations University
Institute for the Advanced Study of Sustainability (UNU-IAS)
Operating Unit SCYCLE
Platz der Vereinten Nationen 1
53113 Bonn, Germany
Phone: +49-228-815-0271
Fax: +49-228-815-0299
info@step-initiative.org
www.step-initiative.org
www.ias.unu.edu

