
E-Waste: Elephant in the Living Room In a 2005 Flow article, Christopher Anderson directed readers' attention to 
General Electric's cynical policy of '·ecoimagination," a word invented as 
part of US$90 million in product development that included 
advertisements with trees growing from smokestacks and a 
computer-generated elephant dancing around a rain forest. The backdrop 
to this was that GE, which owns NBC-Universal, holds the record for 
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) dumped into US waterways. This essay 
raises environmental questions that media studies needs to address in 
hopes of encouraging further research into the ecological context of media 
technologies and their environmental impact. 

The greening of industrial strategy was not invented by GE's PR campaign. 
Ever since tbe 1970s, "clean" information-based technologies run by 
"knowledge workers" have been pegged as crisis-proof replacements of the 
"old" economy. Increasingly, the high-technology service and cultural 
industries of the "new" economy are constructed as a post-manufacturing 
utopia for workers, consumers, and residents, where the by-product is 
code, not smoke. Corporations have waged green campaigns ever since 
European regulators, international treaties, and mounting public opinion 
began to challenge US businesses to address global warming and other 
environmental ills. 

Meanwhile, media companjes managed to avoid becoming the target of 
environmentalists. That is, until the problem of electronic waste ("e­
waste") began to tarnish their reputations. E-waste is shorthand for 
obsolete and discarded electronics (computers, cell phones, TVs, etc.). 
Concern with electronic waste and its rusposal and/or recycling has grown 
since the 1980s thanks to activist groups like Greenpeace and the Basel 
Action Network (BAN). The transborder movement of hazardous waste 
was prohibited under Basel Convention of 1992, while e-waste became tbe 
specific subject of restrictions imposed by the 2002 EU Directive on 
"Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment" ("WEEE''). In 2002, BAN 
published its report, Exporting Harm, on the global inequities of e-waste 
trade and recycling. Since then tbe term e-waste has stood for 
environmental hazards associated with the end-life of electronic media 
technologies (Smith et al.1; Grossman.z) 

Pollution from today's electronic media includes such highly toxic 
contaminants as trichloroethylene, a probable carcinogen that can enter 



groundwater, pass into soil. then return to waterways, and heavy-metal 
sources like lead, zinc, copper, cobalt, mercury and cadmium. About 70 
percent of heavy metals in the world's landfills are e-waste. In 2004 , the 
Poli tical Economy Research Institute's report, Misfortune 100: Top 
Corporate Air Polluters in the United States, had media owners at numbers 
1, 3. 16, 22, and 39· 

Yet the propaganda of the media indu, tries as post-smokestack, green 
industries that a re less reprehensible than old-school manufacturing 
continues to color media studies. In fact, there is not a single substantial 
work \\ithin our field that responds to environmental concerns. While 
Hollywood celebrities added their 'carbon footprints· to the list of envi able 
personal traits-small was finally fabulous-and the Ecorazzi (paparazzi on 
the ceo-celebrity beat) obliged \\~th non-stop coverage, the industry as a 
whole met with no critical scrutiny-unless you include the friendly 
needling of trade and popular press reports (see a! o the Environmental 
1\'Jedia Association). There is growing interest in e-waste, in particular the 
problem of discarded television sets and computers (Sterne~; Parks5; Ellis 
2007: 217-19; MaX\vell and Millen; Millers); but media. communication, 
and cultural studies have otherwise failed to document or even hint at the 
existence of an ecological dimension to media technologies themselves. Is 
this the elephant in media studies' living room? 

Over 8o percent of electronic scrap is being exported to the poorest 
quarters of the world. A hundred thousand PCs entered the port of Lagos. 
Nigeria, each month in 2006- 75 ,000 of them unusable other than as 
scrap. California alone shipped about 20 million pounds of e-waste last 
year to Malaysia, Brazil, South Korea, China, Mexico. Vietnam and India. 
Across the US, perhaps 6o mill ion PCs and their detritus are seeping 
through our 0\\~1 landfills or being burned in incinerators , while the 
transition to exclus ively digital broadcasting in 2009 ~]] see an e-waste 
avalanche of 270 million outdated analogue n rs hitting landfills across the 
nation and the world. Tragically, the United States has fa iled to ratify the 
key international accord on this matter. the 1992 Basel Convention on the 
Control ofTransboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and their 
Disposal, or its subsequent updates. The Basel agreements ·eek to prevent 
the export of e-waste. 

While the issue of contemporary e-waste is of vi ta\ concern , the ecological 
context of electronic media technology originates in the earliest industrial 



applications of chemical and mechanical science. For example, the type 
and volume of chemical waste emitted today into the air and waterways by 
large-scale papermaking and film-stock production can be traced to the 
chemical process for cellulose extraction from wood pulp invented in the 
18oos. By 2000, Eastman Kodak had become the primary source of 
dioxin-a carcinogen known as a persistent organic pollutant-released 
into New York State's environment, while the company's hometown of 
Rochester was number one in the US for overall releases of carcinogenic 
chemicals. 

From an environmental perspective, the most significant point of 
convergence of telecommunication and microelectronic technologies is 
electricity. Just as the print and paper industries set a pattern of ecological 
relationships with watenvay and steam power, 20th-century media 
technologies are wedded to electric power and its underlying physical 
property of electromagnetism. At the same time, chemical processing 
continues to function as the shared technical basis of electronic 
components, enabling the fusion of technologies while creating a common 
sinkhole in the earth's ecosystem for chemical elements and compounds. 

The ecological context of electronic media technology includes 
environmental burdens of energy generation and consumption throughout 
a medium's life cycle, from production to consumption and disposal, its 
chemical basis, the inputs from the Earth (via mining, drilling, logging, 
etc.), and outputs into air, land, and water. Input effects involve the earth's 
ability to provide resources whose quantities are either renewable or not 
(soils, forests, water, minerals, and so on). Output effects involve the ability 
of the earth's ecosystem to absorb wastes from media technology's 
electrical and chemical products and processe . The effects of these inputs 
and outputs outlive the medium's existence through deforestation, C02 
emissions, irreparable harm to habitats, land and water poisoned by PCBs, 
dioxin, and heavy metals and toxic chemicals, etc. 

In May 2007, another example of corporate "greenwashing" took place 
when Rupert Murdoch convened, for the first time, a global meeting of all 
NewsCorp's employees (televised from a stage in New York City). The 
single agenda item was the announcement of the company's "energy 
initiative" , which aims to make NewsCorp "carbon neutral" by 2010. The 
proposal is substantive, and surreal to an extent that even GE's 
ecoimagination campaign could not achieve (as you listen to Mr. Murdoch 

- - - --- - - - -----

tell his employees: "If we are to connect v.1th our audiences on this issue, 
we must first get our own house in order," remember that Fox News 
pundits routinely refer to global warming as "junk science"). It's worth 
reading the report issued by the company: it may help pave the way for 
media studies to become green itself. 

See the video at http: / jwww.newscorp.com/ energyj energywebcast.asp. We 
urge media scholars to take up the challenge of media technology's impact 
on the environment: recycle and rethink the life cycle of media technology 
within its ecological context, from design to disposal. 

Image Credits: 

1. A boy hauls e-waste in Lagos, Nigeria: 
http:/ fww\-v.ban.org/BANreports/ 10-24-0S/images/Large/IMG_4943-jpg 
2. CRT monitors at a recycling facility in South Africa: 
http: / j www.kfpe.ch/projects/ echangesuniv jpicsjzumbuehl_ URC_electro 
nic_scrap_stockpile.jpg 

NOTES 

1. Smith, Ted, David A. Sonnenfeld, and Da,~d Naguib Pellow (2oo6). 
Challenging the Chip: Labor Rights and Environmental Justice in the 
Global Electronics industry. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 

2. Grossman, Elizabeth. (2006). High Tech Trash: Digital Devices, Hidden 
Toxics, and Human Health. Washington: island Press. 

3· Sterne, Jonathan (2007). "Out with the Trash: On the Future of New 
Media." In Charles Acland, ed., Residual Media. Minneapolis: University 
Of Minnesota Press, 16-31. 

4. Parks, Lisa (2007). "Falling Apart: Electronics Salvaging and the Global 
Media Economy." ln CharlesAcland, ed., Residual Media. Minneapolis: 
University Of Minnesota Press, 32-47. 

s. Maxwell, Richard and Toby Miller. (in press). "Green Smokestacks?" 
Feminist Media Studies. 

6. Miller, Toby. (2007b, December 16). "Face Up to Tech Waste." 
Press-Enterprise. 

I 
i 
I 
I 
I 




