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The recycling of E-scrap is currently 
dominating the waste industry media, 
particularly because the USA reportedly 
produces more E-waste annually, than any 
other country. But there’s more to E-scrap (or 
e-waste)  recycling progress than recovery 
rates alone. The industry needs to pay more 
attention to material quality too.

The purpose of this guide is to therefore summarise 
the evolving state of the E-scrap landscape, before 
critiquing some of the methodologies that can be 
used to recycle this complex waste stream and 
highlighting the specific technologies that can be 
implemented to ensure best practice.

If at any point you have any questions, please 
contact UNTHA America’s E-scrap specialists by 
calling (603) 601-2304 or email  
info@untha-america.com and the most 
appropriate member of the team will be in touch.
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E-scrap in the headlines
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The subject of E-scrap doesn’t ever seem to leave the headlines, perhaps because there is 
no universal federal law regulating the recycling of E-waste in the United States – nor is 
there a formal rule in place prohibiting it from being exported to developing countries. 

This perhaps goes some way to explaining why Americans are said to throw away approximatly 9.4 
million tons of E-scrap per year, and only 12.5% is recycled.

However, state-specific laws are increasingly being passed to mandate recycling programs for 
electronic waste. Widely-publicized takeback and collection schemes should go some way to driving 
progress, and will inevitably encourage other parts of the USA to follow suit in due course. But there is 
still a long way to go.

This is not to say legislation is the answer to complete E-scrap recycling success either. 

WEEE (waste electrical and electronic equipment) rules are becoming ever-more stringent in the 
European Union for example. But official statistics highlighted that UK producer compliance schemes 
(PCSs) in 2017 underperformed by 15%. So, the UK achieving its EU member state target of 768,211 
tonnes for 2018, would arguably have been nigh-on impossible.

Increased effort is therefore required across the board, not solely because it is the right thing to do for 
the environment, but because there is wealth in E-scrap too.
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Irrespective of the legislative landscape surrounding E-scrap, it is arguably important to 
focus on best-practice and aim for excellence, as much as is practically possible.

The exact treatment of E-scrap is likely to vary significantly depending on the nature of the arisings 
and the preferences of the ‘waste’ handler. Some facilities deploy industrial shredding technologies 
for instance, particularly common for the compliant destruction of equipment such as HDDs that could 
contain sensitive data. Others opt for either manual or machine-led disassembly processes, or even a 
combination of both. 

So what is the most successful approach?

Presuming the safety of personnel can be ensured, attention should turn to the techniques that best 
preserve the resource value of the equipment.

In many cases, seemingly outdated electronics can be refurbished for re-use, providing it is stored 
correctly prior to being handled – being left outdoors in a cage and exposed to the elements is not 
ideal, for instance. 

Beyond that, a material liberation strategy should be prioritized as the next-best option, to ensure 
maximum recovery of recyclables. Some firms opt for the manual breakdown of equipment, 
by trained professionals. Whilst this labour-intensive process naturally takes time, it can result in the 
successful extraction, segregation and re-insertion of valuable commodities such as gold, copper and 
palladium, back into the supply chain. 

Other organizations – such as those who deem this manual methodology uncommercially viable – seek 
to design a shredding operation to release these valuable metals instead. A hammer-mill machine 
– which works by smashing aggregate material into smaller pieces with repeated impact blows – was 
once the preferred option for this. However, such equipment is typically high speed, which creates vast 
amounts of dust and struggles to achieve the particle refinement required for downstream separation 
technologies to effectively do their job.

A four-shaft shredder with screen, on the other hand, will ensure the production of a homogenous 
fraction. With high torque and low speed, but plenty horsepower, this will protect the machine from 
wear, increase uptime and deliver added efficiency. The integration of an overband magnet will also 
help extract ferrous metals, an eddy current separator (ECS) can separate out any non-ferrous metals, 
and an optical sorter can finally clean anything that the ECS hasn’t already refined.
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The wealth in E-scrap – is it worth the investment? 

The investment in new or improved E-scrap recycling systems may not be something that 
these specialist waste handlers have considered to date, especially if recovery rates until 
now have been satisfactory.

But a recent article in Information Age stated that the total value of all raw material in global e-waste, 
in 2016 alone, was estimated at almost $62bn. To put this into context, this figure was higher than most 
countries’ GDP for the same year.

As the article also quite rightly pointed out: ‘Given that the fate of up to 80% of global e-waste is 
unknown, there is considerable scope for businesses to capitalise on an overlooked opportunity.’
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Systems in action

Often the key difficulty lies in knowing where to start when devising a new waste 
handling system. That’s why the UNTHA America  team has drawn up some sample 
solutions that could help to unlock the wealth in E-scrap, that has been outlined 
within this document.
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Conclusion

In summary, the E-scrap landscape is 
certainly changing – a trend that isn’t likely 
to alter any time soon. However, a push 
for best practice should remain a constant, 
due to the compliance, environmental and 
revenue yield benefits that are feasible with 
smart thinking.

To discuss your specific e-waste scenario and/or to 
learn how to untap the wealth in your E-scrap, please 
contact UNTHA America on T: (603) 601-2304 or 
E: info@untha-america.com


