
From iWant to E-waste, the Footprint of our Digital Age 

 

Everybody loves a new gadget. 

Electronics have taken the 

centre stage under the 

Christmas tree, with the newest 

smartphones and tablets 

rocketing to the top of wish lists.  

But as new electronics are 

unwrapped and joyfully exhibited, the older gadgets, which were last 

years’ “lime light” devices, are forgotten, collecting dust until eventually 

they are thrown away. Our ever increasing desire to upgrade or simply 

replace our gadgets for the newest versions makes it easy to forget the 

implications of such rapid consumption.  

A serious issue arising from this throw away use of electronic goods is 

the vast quantity of waste generated by redundant electronic gadgets, 

known as e-waste. This is considered hazardous waste, as parts in 

common electronic goods include materials that are toxic to both the 

environment and human health. 

Before Malta’s EU accession, local electronic waste was dumped in 

open landfills, primarily the Magħtab landfill. Magħtab was an un-

engineered landfill, essentially meaning that it was just a hole in the 

ground until it gradually grew into the mountain we observe today. Out-

dated computers, TVs, fridges and other appliances were simply piled 

on top of each other and forgotten. However, this disposal of e-waste is 

an environmental time bomb. The decomposition of these appliances 
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has been proven to leak toxic materials into the ground water, including 

heavy elements such as Lead, Mercury and Americium.  

These metals escape into the environment if disposed of incorrectly. 

Lead, for example, attaches itself to dust particles, and human ingestion 

affects brain development in young children and the nervous systems of 

children and adults. Mercury contaminated water also disrupts activity of 

the brain and nervous system. Due to the Magħtab landfill’s close 

proximity to the sea, it is possible for leachate to contaminate the sea as 

well as ground water. This can then travel up the fish food chain, and 

eventually enter into human consumption.  

Malta joining the EU led to a wind of change with the closure of the 

Magħtab landfill and the adoption of EU laws and directives regulating 

the disposal of toxic waste. A legislation specifically targeting e-waste, 

the Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment Directive (WEEE),   which 

came into force in 2003, provides a plan for the recycling, export and 

disposal of electronic waste.  It states that member states must recycle a 

minimum of 4kg per capita of electronic waste generated per year (2 

million tonnes in total). The eventual aim of the legislation is for 85% of 

Europe’s electrical waste to be recycled by 2016. The WEEE was recast 

in Directive 2012/19/EU and is now ambitiously aiming for 10kg per 

capita of e-waste to be recycled, an increase of 8 million tonnes of waste 

recycled per year.   

The Restriction of Hazardous Substances Directive (RoHS) provides 

guidelines on the allowed contents of toxic substances in consumer 

electronic goods, such as Lead, Cadmium and Mercury. This directive 

also entered into EU law in February 2003.  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32012L0019:EN:NOT


In response to these directives, WasteServ Malta has substantially 

changed the procedures for 

e-waste disposal. The public 

can now dispose of their 

products for free at the Civic 

Amenity sites. The bulky 

refuse service is also 

available for larger objects. 

This waste is then stored 

before being exported to countries which have the facilities to handle it.  

Notwithstanding the improvements in the disposal and recycling of these 

hazardous appliances, throwing them out should be last solution and not 

a de facto end once their use has been exhausted by the consumer. 

Recycling requires a lot of energy and effort to ensure the eventual re-

use of the raw materials gained. A much greener option would be simply 

using appliances until the end of their life span. This would be nipping 

the problem in the bud, since if the life cycle of devices is increased, the 

rate of generation of new waste will slow down. 

There are many things that the public can do to reduce their e-waste 

footprint. This also coincides with more efficient spending on new 

devices. The length of use a device will get is often proportional to the 

quality and durability of its build.  Consumers are often tempted to buy 

cheaper electronics with the view to replace them with higher models 

once they break.  Cheaper appliances however often have high levels of 

built in redundancy, which in the long run proves more costly. A far 

greener and sensible option would be to buy a product which may be 

more expensive, but would offers better performance and lasts longer. 

By reducing turnover, this reduces e-waste. Quality products also mean 
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that less upgrading is needed, excess upgrading being the main cause 

of perfectly functional electronic devices being thrown away. The 

electronics giants are largely at fault here, with smart marketing and the 

creation  of desire for the newest products driving a craze for consumers 

to abandon their once treasured smartphones for the newest models 

only a year or two later, often with upgrades which are superficial or not 

required by that person in the first place.  

If the need for an upgrade is genuine, thinking twice before disposing of 

old electronics would be an intelligent move. If the device is still relatively 

new, it can be sold second-hand instead of being forgotten in a drawer. 

This also provides a financial incentive. If the product is too old to be 

sold but still in good condition it can be passed on or donated to charity.   

To conclude, one should remember that whatever initiatives are 

provided at EU or local level for the management of waste, it is the 

consumer who is the driving force. Less consumption leads to less 

disposal, and further awareness and education on the topic leads to 

better management of the waste generated. To ensure a brighter and 

greener future, the power to make a difference lies with you, because 

although you are one individual, as David Mitchell, a fiction author, 

writes “What is the ocean, but a multitude of drops?” 

 

 

 

 

 

  

How old could these flat screens be? 
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