EDC Electronics waste writing assignment

Theme:  Responsibility for/awareness of future environmental costs of product disposal; connection between these environmental costs and their uneven social impact

Reading:
60 Minutes story on illegal electronics recycling in Guiyu China, November 9, 2008:

http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/11/06/60minutes/main4579229.shtml 
(Both the televised video and a narrated transcript of the video are available here.  Also, I have prepared a Word version of the transcript if a file is needed for posting.)

Writing prompts:

Write a response to the question: “What responsibilities – if any – do the designers and engineers of this equipment bear, and why?”     

Some explicit questions that could be incorporated:
· Why is this equipment being disposed of?  
· Two main possibilities: it’s broken or it’s obsolete
· In either case, are there things that engineers could have done to ameliorate this?  
· Did the engineers take this stage of product life into account?  When the equipment was first designed, was any thought at all given to the end of its life?
· What could the engineers have done differently to lessen this negative impact?
· What responsibilities do we as consumers also bear?  Government?  Whose bears the most or primary responsibility: manufacturers, consumers, government?  
· Should industry take the lead in addressing these issues, or should they wait for government action?  
· What laws in this area already exist?  Are they enough?

Response criteria/points that could be made:
· Design for dismantling, recycling and safe disposal
· Example: Think chair, Cradle to Cradle principles
· Design for easier repair, including supplying parts and data
· Example: Maker’s Bill of Rights (http://cachefly.oreilly.com/make/MAKERS_RIGHTS.pdf)
· Design for longer life or reliability
· Depends on product; rarely a major problem with computers (obsolete before failure), but frequently may be with cheaper goods.  
· Cars may be an in-between case.  Extremely reliable and durable today compared to past – but think about the complexity of a new 7 series.  How long will all those systems keep working perfectly?  Might this complexity shorten the product’s overall useful life and result in poor resource usage?  
· Design for backwards compatibility for extended use
· Are there business incentives to not do this?  Engineering reasons?
· Is obsolescence just an inevitable fact of technological progress?
· Use fewer toxic elements wherever possible, even if this raised price 
· This may require an industry-wide effort, but is this a defense?  Who should be thinking about this?  Is this a task which can be safely left only to regulators and government?  Don’t engineers need to be at the vanguard of this, as those who best understand what really goes into the product?  
· Would consumers willingly bear this price?
· Examples of existing regulation
· RoHS (Restriction of Hazardous Substances)in Europe
· California electronics recycling tax (applied to new products purchased)
· Use reclaimed or recycled resources in the initial manufacturing (this would not affect disposal per se, but would reduce the overall impact)
