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Abstract
This study evaluates the relationship among livelihood, environment, and health, focusing particularly on how
livelihood patterns and environmental health burdens are experiencing transformations in response to rapid
urbanization and current dynamics within urban economies. Corroborated by a mixed method at the
Agbogbloshie scrap yard in Accra, the study emphasizes that although the informal recycling of e-waste
poses some environment and health effects, myriad benefits that accompany it are glossed over when the
phenomenon is religiously contextualized within an environmental health framework. The findings reveal
that apart from creating employment for many urban youth, e-waste recycling increases people's access to
electronic products through reuse. The study complicates the e-waste sector, and argues that understanding the
particular trajectories of these changing patterns in local economies of developing countries is critical to
ensuring effective e-waste management that supports sustainable livelihood practices.

Introduction
The unsatisfactory quality of the working
conditions and associated environmental
health problems of poor urbanites is
now generally recognized. This signals
strong
synergies among livelihood,
environment, and health in developing
country cities, where specific context
analysis of the phenomenon remains,
however, limited. This development
becomes worrying because livelihood
patterns are context specific as they
respond to local conditions, and may risk
being “colored” if not appropriately
situated. In Ghana, one of such emerging
livelihood pattern is e-waste recycling,
a livelihood strategy that was virtually
unknown in the Ghanaian urban
occupational vocabulary until the last 3–4
years (Oteng-Ababio, 2010). E-waste
recycling basically comprises of a chain of
activities, which include the collection
and manual dismantling of electronic and
electrical
equipment
(EEE);
repair/
refurbishment and recovery of valuable
components for sale.

The emergence of this livelihood
opportunity for the teeming urban
youth can be largely attributable to
Ghana’s
recent
pursuit
of
technological advancement in socioeconomic growth (see Amankwaa, 2013;
2014). This process unfortunately lacks the
appropriate end-of-life infrastructure and
has continually posed management
challenges to city authorities (Oteng-Ababio
& Amankwaa, 2014). The valuable
substances in e-waste (e.g. precious
metals: gold, silver, palladium, platinum;
non-precious metals: iron, steel, copper,
aluminium; and plastics) have stimulated
recycling activities, and is fuelled by
residents' advantages of selling used EEE
to e-waste collectors, thereby reducing
households' disposal cost with the
municipal waste collectors. The reality is
that there is a natural hunger among the
populace to stay abreast of this digital
revolution, as some of this digital
technologies
have
allowed
most
developing countries to “leap-frog” over
their endemic developmental challenges.
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At
the
same
time,
e-waste
contains hazardous substances (e.g.
lead,
mercury,
cadmium,
flame
retardant, etc) and the recycling
activities
are
characterised
by
manual
dismantling
and
crude
processes for material recovery like
burning of cables (to retrieve
copper) and residues (to reduce
waste
pile)
without
basic
occupational safety.
Such developments have increased
agitations by environmentalists (Brigden et
al., 2008; Caravanos et al., 2011; Asante
et al., 2012) over environment and
health exposure, and counter agitations
by researchers for its socio-economic
potentials (Prakash et al., 2010; Grant &
Oteng-Ababio, 2012; Amankwaa, 2013).
Recognizing
the
double
sidesenvironmental health and livelihood- of ewaste recycling, this study posits that
subscribing to the former argument alone
(which happens to be the storyline of
Greenpeace, BAN, etc) risks obscuring the
oftentimes – beneficial sides to processes
that are otherwise prodded into the
environment and health threat corral. It
should be stated clearly that the
introduction and trade of e-waste in Ghana
is having a variety of negative effects on
health and environment.
But, the process must absolutely not
be viewed as wholly negative, as
pigeonholing
wide-reaching
social
phenomena does a disservice not only to
those whose livelihoods and ICT usage
(affordability) depend on the trade, but
also, to the larger intellectual enterprise
of abetting the genuine assurance of human
prosperity and livelihood security.

The study argues for a local context
evaluation of the Ghanaian case as
currently e-waste managemnet practices
present many policy challenges. For
instance, should government not ban the
importation of used electronics because
the policy will cut a majority of the
people from the ICT revolution due to the
stark poverty levels? Should the local
authorities ban e-waste activities due to the
environment and health risks? Can
government provide appropriate infrastructure for e-waste in view of the fact that
normal solid waste has become overflowing
dump sites? How can we ensure a ‘middle
ground’ for continued access to livelihood
without compromising environment and
health? Taking policy interventions to
address these challenges presents daunting
tasks that cannot be accomplished in an
empirical vacuum. Hence, the need for
this situational and comprehensive study.
Materials and methods
Study area
The research was carried out at Agbogbloshie
scrap yard, Ghana's e-waste processing hub.
It is an e-waste repository, where old
electronics come to die, or, more precisely,
begin their reincarnation process. It is
approximately 15-acre plot of land situated
in the capital city of Ghana, Accra. It is
bounded by the Abossey Okai road, the
Odaw river (in the upper reaches of the Korle
lagoon) and the Agbogbloshie drain, less than
a kilometer from the Central Business District
(CBD) (Fig. 1). Once a thriving wetland, the
site's oil stained soils are now littered with
remnants of old cars, refrigerators, televisions
and any other imaginable electronic waste.
One evocatively accurate description of
Agbogbloshie:
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The site [is] scattered with scrap
metals, engine parts, computer parts, circuit
boards and tangled wires filled with valuable
copper. The weather [is] hot and dry and
filled with smoke from the nearby
burning of wires, parts of refrigerators are
used to fuel the fires, and melting plastic
from the computer monitor shells. The
scrap metal market is bustling with people
hauling in parts, trading, selling,
dismantling, and burning. In the middle
of the site a passer-by will stumble upon a
lead smoldering area where hundreds of
lead acid car batteries are melted and
shaped into lead blocks preparing to be sold
and shipped off to other countries. Children
play on the soiled ground blackened from
oils and fires, while women cook food for
the workers. A busy produce market is open
next to the scrap metal and e-waste recycling
site, the other side lined with a small winding
river (Caravanos et al., 2011, p. 22).
The fieldwork consisted of mixed methods
including questionnaires, focus group
discussions (FGDs), and in-depth
interviews. A multi-stage cluster
sampling technique was employed to
distinguish the e-waste chain of
activities:
collectors,
recyclers,
refurbishers, and scrap dealers. A
total of 140 questionnaires were
administered
to
the
randomly
identified
categories. The survey
probed into their socio-economic
characteristics, recycling roles, wages,
environment and health risks, and the
way forward. It was administered to
the workers personally at the site,
which offered the opportunity to
observe recyclers disassembling and
retrieving resalable and reusable parts
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using rudimentary tools (e.g. spanners,
screw drivers), and the open incineration to
retrieve metals, weighing, and metal
trading.
For the qualitative method, a total of five
FGDs were conducted with e-waste workers,
executives of the Greater Accra Scrap
Dealers Association (GASDA), and
People’s Dialogue, a community-based
organization (CBO). For a balanced
perspective,
officials
from
Accra
the
Metropolitan Assembly (AMA),
Ministry
of
Health
and the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
were purposively selected for in-depth
interviews. The interviews covered
themes on the magnitude of the trade,
their appreciation or otherwise of the
management practice, and the way
forward. The primary data were
computed and analyzed using the statistical
package for Social Sciences (SPSS) 17,
with the aim of unpacking the e-waste
connections-livelihoods, environment, and
health- in the contest of the shifting e-waste
management practices.
E-waste and livelihood connections
Having clarified in the introduction the
linearity and insufficiency besetting the
environmental health notion of e-waste, the
discussion now turns to an empirical
examination of that blight on ground-level
conditions. Thus, as earlier elucidated, some
observers have labeled e-waste recycling as
a threat to environment and health. In certain
ways, they are unquestionably correct. Yet
what have thus far gone underreported are
the positive impacts of the job
occasioned by the shifting management
practices.
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Fig. 1. Map showing the Agbogbloshie e-waste recycling site. Relative to the map of Agbogbloshie e-waste
recycling site is the Accra Metropolitan Area (AMA) map where the study area is located. It also shows the
map of Ghana and Africa. The site is located close to the Agbogbloshie food market (yam, onion, tomatoes).
Source: Author’s construct, 2012.
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Profile of e-waste workers
To appreciate the empirical analysis of the
the
socio-demographic
phenomenon,
profile of e-waste workers as captured during
the fieldwork, is presented. This includes
age, education level, gender, marital status
and hometown. The findings reveal that
majority of the workers (73%) are young,
ranging from 15 to 30 years of age. In
terms of education, 83.6% of them have
either completed junior high school or have
no formal education at all. The findings also
show that the e-waste enterprise is nearly
exclusively male dominated (89.3%),
yet women are on the site as market
vendors, cooks, and traders in collectors
and dismantling tools such as hammer,
spanner, screwdriver, etc.
Furthermore, 60.7% are either single or
cohabiting, suggesting that the workers are
still youthful and may want to secure good
financial status before entering into
marriage. While some workers are lifelong residents of Accra and its environs,
the vast majority (70%) have emigrated
from the poorest part of the country
(Northern, Upper West and Upper East
regions). They have been working at
Agbogbloshie for between 3 and 15 years,
a fact that has surprised the local
authorities (AMA), who appear to be
unaware that the process had such a long
history. The profile suggests that majority
of the workers are migrants and among the
poor urban youth with less opportunity to
access formal work and, therefore, find the
Agbogbloshie enclave as a place of entry
into the urban economy, and also pursue
their search for greener pastures.
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E-waste linkages and remuneration
If it is indeed true that money makes the
world go round, then e-waste has an indelible
pull over the axes of the social sphere,
serving to underwrite a number of underdiscussed economies that are having
transformative impacts on urban lives.
Perhaps the most readily visible way that
the trade in used electronics actually
helps, not hinders, the prospect of human
development is by providing alternative
livelihoods for large swaths of Ghanaians
who might otherwise be left without a
source of income. E-waste recycling plays
a pivotal role in the urban economy,
employing about 4,500–6,000 people
directly, and 20,300–33,600 people
indirectly in Accra. Also, it generates about
US$105–268 million annually and sustains
the livelihood of about 200,000 people
nationwide (Prakash et al., 2010). Fig. 2
presents the recycling practice.
As earlier noted, e-waste livelihoods
engage workers in four primary processes;
collection of materials across different
geographies in Accra and beyond;
dismantling and segregation of equipment
at the site; recycling through burning to
recover valuable components; repair of
broken equipment for reuse; and trading of
metals across the urban economy,
particularly at Tema, where majority of the
big recycling companies are located. An
entire social hierarchy of e-waste
participants exists at the site with the senior
members managing a series of underlings,
each of whom has a certain role to play in
overseeing the affairs of the political
economy of the site.
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Fig. 2. The current recycling and disposal practices in the study area. The informal e-waste collectors alone receive 95% of e-waste for recycling. This
is due to the fact that they have an existing supply market. Money travels across all the various chains of activities. Residents are motivated to deal
with informal collectors because of the income earning, convenience, bargaining opportunities. Source: Oteng-Ababio & Amankwaa, 2014
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Collectors
In the e-waste economy, collection is the
first point of entry. It involves the
scavenging for recyclable and reusable
components for sale to the other actors in
the value chain. They often work
individually or in pairs, with their truck or
push cart, sack and disassembling
equipment (hammer, spanner, screw
driver, etc.). In recent times, as the market
has
become
saturated
and
the
competition keener, many scavengers have
extended their ‘mining’ expeditions to
different geographies, including high income
neighbourhoods and some gated communities
(Oteng-Ababio et al., 2014a). In such
instances they become trapped in a web of
high transport costs and hampered by their
inability to dismantle heavy electronic
equipment, thereby, compelling them to sell
their bulk goods at lower prices to their
colleagues at the intermediate emerging ewaste sites. Interestingly, consumers’
increasing awareness of the value of ewaste and the competitive nature of the
venture has caused scavengers to pay for
the e-waste which, hitherto, was given for
free. For instance, they pay about GH¢5
($2.61) for an obsolete or broken computer.
The
fieldwork
discovered
that
collectors, who are at the bottom of the
value chain, earn, on the average GH¢15
($7.8) daily, which is very high by
Ghanaian standard. This is because the
daily minimum wage (DMW) is GH¢
4.482, implying that collectors earn about
three and a half times the average income
of most formal workers. The fieldwork
recorded other emerging strategies adopted
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by collectors to increase their income
opportunities. At the site, some collectors
directly engage in the dismantling and
recovery of metals including the burning of
cables and wires to liberate copper.
Similarly, the fortunate ones who find more
remunerative materials including slightly used
EEE no longer sell directly to repairers.
They get such appliances refurbished
and, subsequently, market them under
their personal supervision.
Recyclers
Material recovery is a major
activity within the value chain which
stimulates the e-waste economy to flourish.
Printed circuit boards (PCB) with IC
(integrated circuits) chips, electronic
components and connectors (gold plated
terminals) have valuable metals such as
silver, gold, palladium, platinum and
tantalum which provide motivation for
recycling. Their recovery, however, requires
professional skills and expensive equipment
which are currently unavailable. Therefore,
the low skills, local-made technology and
the desire for quick money compel
recyclers to employ unhygienic and crude
methods to harvest copper through open
burning (Fig. 3).
During the recovery process, it is
common to find a group of young boys
(usually four or more) in the middle of a
hard packed mud plot standing huddled
over a mass of wires, sometimes, reaching
up to their knees. One lights a piece of
scavenged refrigerator insulation, which he
then throws atop the mass. Smoke
billowing, the boys strike the flaming
pile with long sticks until the burning

1. At the time of the study, $1 was equivalent to GH¢1.9
2. As at April 2012, the Daily Minimum Wage was GH¢4.48 accessed on 26th April, 2012 http://
www.ghanamma.com/2012/04/daily-minimum-wage
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Fig. 3. Open burning of e-waste to liberate copper at the site. E-waste recyclers, mostly young boys, liberate
copper from wires through open burning. The young girls sell iced-water to recyclers to cool the recovered
materials before they are gathered by the ‘youngest’ recyclers who prepare it for the middlemen and
scrap dealers market for cash to exchange hands. Source: Fieldwork, 2012

insulation ignites the wires. In most cases,
this is done for the next 30 min until the
plastic casing has melted away, leaving
only the pearl inside the disposable oyster:
the copper wires. Once the melted plastic
has cooled, the youngest of the boys –
about 15 years of age – will pick through
the remnants, gathering every morsel of
copper (the most valuable metal) that they
can manage, which they will resell to the
middlemen and scrap dealers for GH¢7.50
($3.9) per kilogram. Far less valuable but
still sought after, aluminium is sold for GH
¢1 per pound. Recyclers may earn on the
average GH¢25 ($13.1) daily depending
on the number of their “burning rounds”.

Compared to the DMW, they earn as
much as five and a half times the average
income of a public servant.
Repairers/Refurbishers
A seemingly overlooked demographic
making a livelihood at the site is the
second-hand
electronics
repairers/
refurbishers, salespeople, and the widereaching network of their dependents.
Generally, they refurbish obsolete
(broken down) electronic products
including laptop, system unit, monitor,
motherboard, etc. for reuse and/or build
up (install) new ones for the secondhand
market. The refurbishing enterprise has
developed from three main activities:
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repairing of faulty electronics from
individuals (personal use), refurbishing of
discarded products salvaged through
scavenging (e-waste collectors) and the
assembling of (build-up) completely new
products using parts retrieved through the
dismantling of discarded electronics (Fig. 4).
The fact that an estimated 2,500–
3,000 refurbishment businesses operate
across the city of Accra, providing work
for 10,000 – 15,000 workers (see Grant
& Oteng-Ababio, 2012), questions
Greenpeace’s assumption that virtually all
used electronics entering Ghana end up in
scrap yards (Brigden et al., 2008).
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Resale of second-hand electronics
provides a source of income for even collegeeducated persons, many of whom describe
the job as being a lucrative one. During
interactions with refurbishers they
mentioned that any policy that would
require that electronics are refurbished in
the developed world before being sent to
places such as Ghana would probably make
used electronics prohibitively expensive for
many, and [close] down refurbishment
businesses. Rather than being the victims of
“malicious dumping”, an emergent
class of entrepreneurial Ghanaians is
earning a sustainable livelihood by
repurposing and selling used electronics.

Fig. 4. Refurbishing activities at Agbogbloshie. Refurbish shops have extensive inventories of accumulated parts
of used electronics and electrical equipment to service the reuse cluster and the city refurbishers who travel
to the area to service or source parts. They engage in cleaning and repairing activities in order to make the
product more attractive and affordable to the populace, and also cannibalize the unserviceable ones for
workable components that are used to repair others for second-hand market. Source: Field work, 2012
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Other actors at Agbogbloshie benefit; a
series of third-hand refurbishers and sellers
exist, a rare few selling goods that look to be
of comparable quality to those sold in actual
second-hand stores. One such vendor was
impressively selling what appeared to be a
brand new 32-inch television for GH¢400
($210.5). The results show that refurbishers
earn on the average GH¢30 daily, which is
very high by Ghanaian standard, compared
to the DMW they earn about six and a half
times the average income of most formal
workers.
Scrap dealers
Some of the more senior workers at
Agbogbloshie have staked a claim on what
might be thought of as most valuable – metal
trading market – sending bulk materials to
the bustling port city of Tema, about 16 miles
away, where they resell them to local
recycling firms and international importers.
To minimize transport cost and other
overhead expenses, they ideally build bulk
of about 10 tonnes every 3 months
before endeavouring the Tema market.
Goods which cost GH¢2,500 at the site
could sell as high as GH¢ 4, 400 at Tema.
They can make profit of over GH¢550
($289.4) after all expenses (transport,
wages for workers, loading, etc.) have
been paid (Amankwaa, 2013). During
interactions, the scrap dealers attributed the
price discrepancy to the fact that they
adjusted their measuring scales daily to their
advantage, thereby, purchasing ‘goods’ from
collectors and recyclers at a relatively lower
price. They may earn on the average GH¢50
($26.3) daily, which is about 11 times higher
than the DMW.
Added to these livelihood categories
discussed above are the petty traders,
mostly market women, selling cooked

food and sachets of water as well as
energy drink to nourish the workers, the
profits of which feed them and their
families nightly. It is imperative to note
that workers create and accumulate
wealth through savings (about GH¢50
weekly), and members of workers’
families (who most typically hail from
northern Ghana) are also the recipients of
remittances from this livelihood strategy.
However, figures and expenditure
generated from workers in the informal
economy must be treated with caution due
to the significant fluctuation in their fortunes
and their tendencies to mix business with
personal spending. Viewing their earnings
against the local economic realities, however,
gives a clue why all the participants
indicated that e-waste livelihood is very
lucrative, supporting their families/
dependants. For instance, a public servant
earns an average basic monthly
salary of GH¢137.28 or GH¢0.78 per
hour (GSS, 2008).
E-waste and environmental health
connections
E-waste livelihood as articulated engages
different categories of workers in the value
chain. Some of their activities have led
observers to point out the very real dangers
it poses, particularly in relation to the
environment and health. E-waste can be
thought of as an environment and human
threat because of the inherent toxic heavy
metals. Sampling of heavy metals and toxic
substances in ashes and soil (Brigden et al.,
2008; Oteng-Ababio et al., 2014b),
sediment and blood (Amankwaa, 2014), air
(Caravanos et al., 2011), urine (Asante et
al., 2012) in Agbogbloshie show that
pollution from backyard recycling poses
damage to the environment and health.
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Thus, closely connected with
environmental degradation are e-waste’s
attendant impacts on health. The main
concerns about e-waste’s deleterious bearing
on public health in Ghana are workers’
exposure to heavy metals, which, when
inhaled, can lead to kidney damage,
respiratory tissue damage, and lung cancer
(Keirsten & Michael, 1999). Particularly
vulnerable are children, whose exposure to
even small concentrations of lead can have
long-term neurological and behavioral
impacts, including delayed development,
inattentiveness, irritability, hyperactivity,
stunted growth and brain damage (Keirsten
& Michael, 1999; Amankwaa, 2014).
E-waste‘s negative impacts on
epidemiological security at the Agbogbloshie
dump site are increasingly coming to light.
In conjunction with Blacksmith Institute, the
Ghanaian Ministry of Health in 2010
conducted the first-ever public health
assessment of the impacts of e-waste (see
Caravanos et al., 2011). The study found
that those engaged in recycling e-waste had
higher levels of barium, magnesium,
bromium and selenium in their blood, and
high levels of lead in their urine. Many had
fungal rashes, and 10% of all respondents
had elevated blood pressure, compared to
national statistics of less than 5%.
Interestingly and antithetically it was
found that many of the workers were
overweight.
The present study, therefore, sought to
analyze e-waste workers’ perception on the
environment and health threatening
possibilities. The findings reveal that
majority (90%) of them are aware of the
likely threats to the environment but have
little knowledge about how such activities
are impacting their health. In terms of
environmental effects, 32.1% of the
workers perceive air pollution from the
constant burning of e-waste as a
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major challenge. This has been of particular
concern to the market women at the
Agbogbloshie food market (located close to
the scrap yard). Apart from the smoke
emissions polluting foodstuff, they lament
about how the process is gradually driving
off their customers who buy from the
market. During the interviews, they called
for the need to regulate the burning
activities with respect to timing, either early
morning or late evening, if there were no
attempt to acquire a plant.
Also 23.6% mentioned poor sanitation as
their environmental concern. Although it is
common to find e-waste disposed on open
dumps and along the Odaw river, workers
were quick to note that the sanitation
situation cannot be solely attributed to ewaste activities. They explained that
sanitation facilities are virtually nonexistent (because Agbogbloshie is an
informal settlement) and, therefore,
residents deliberately use the gutter and
Odaw river as outlet for discharging
household and human waste. Further,
20.7% cited chaotic environment as a result
of the dismantling activities. This appears to
be a concern for the surrounding local
enterprise. For instance, some market
women, petty traders, and shop owners as
well as office workers complained about
the difficulty they face in their daily
transactions with their customers due to the
noise. They noted that, owing to the
congession on the road sometimes their
customers suffer scratches on their cars or
bodies from trucks and push carts carrying
collected e-waste. Lastly, 23.6% appeared
indifferent to any environmental threat
possibly due to the livelihood and source of
income
e-waste
provides.
More
importantly, such workers contrasted the
‘alleged’ impact of e-waste recycling with
the open dumping of household waste and
indiscriminate defecating in the area, which
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they claim to be more environmentally
threatening and needed more immediate
attention.
In terms of health consequences, 30% of
participants alluded to the practice
facilitating the breeding of mosquitoes
culminating in the prevalence of malaria.
This is worsened by the fact that many of
the workers do not have proper places of
abode and are, therefore, at the risk of
exposure. Also, 40% cited occasional
occupational accident related issues, and
this is to be expected in the collection and
recovery processes where incidence like
burns, cuts, and other bodily injuries are
normally the health concerns. The
remaining
30%
mentioned
cough,
dizziness, chest pain and excessive
sweating as their main concern. However,
as Ghana is very much a tropical clime, they
attributed these symptoms to the weather,
not their daily exposure to chemicals. It is

interesting to note how they failed to
mention most of the reported health
effects (cancer, kidney damages, etc.) of
poor e-waste management as noted in the
literature. This display of uncertainty or
ignorance is not unique to the respondents, as
a study by Agyei-Mensah & Oteng-Ababio
(2012), which identified a positive
relationship between crude e-waste
management and health implications also
established workers ignorance.
During the fieldwork, it was common to
find workers, whose hands had become
semi-permanently black from daily
exposure to chemicals. The prevailing
sentiment was “we wash our hands, and the
dirt is gone” (Fig. 5). When interviewed
about the status of their general health since
becoming e-waste workers, majority of the
workers did not perceive any change,
adding that they were now less sick than
before, and in occasion when they do,

Fig. 5. E-waste workers eating with semi-permanently black hands. Source: Author’s construct, 2012
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they are able to afford the expenses
incurred. The study, therefore, probed
further to enquire about their likely outlets
for seeking medical care. It was
revealed that most of them preferred selfmedication rather than seeking ‘proper’
medical attention at Usher Polyclinic or
Children’s Hospital, the two public health
facilities within the immediate neighbourhood
of Agbogbloshie. This could be due to the
fact that by the nature of their work, they
hardly have time to spend at such facilities.
More importantly, this could be explained
by the fact most of the workers appear not
to fully appreciate the severity of the
health impacts of their profession.
This
observation
is
particularly
significant in view of the fact that most
participants appear to have signed up to the
national health insurance scheme, which
allows them to enjoy ‘almost free’ medical
care. During the fieldwork, a team of the
national health
insurance
scheme
representatives
were
(NHIS)
spotted on two occasions at the scrap
registering
prospective
yard
contributors. Further probe revealed
that due to their work schedule,
mounting the NHIS platform at the scrap
yard was the surest way to rope many of
them into the scheme. When it came to
knowledge about occupational safety, for
example, dismantling and burning in wellventilated areas, or wearing gloves, face
masks, and boots, only 10% of them
responded favourably.
Is e-waste a treasure or threat? think
twice!
As exemplified through the case
study in Accra, the quest to make real
progress
in
e-waste
livelihood,
environment and health management requires
agreement not only on the actors, their
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appropriate indicators of performance and
the means of measuring them, but also on
good governance, and systems and
technologies that will recognize informality
as a “symptom” and not a “victim” of
urbanization, as currently portrayed.
The mechanisms for making this progress
must first begin with a focus on programs
that will support, guarantee and improve
informal sector activities to promote
development, and not merely on systems
that rewards the protection of environment
and health. There are too many
unanswered
questions
about
the
epidemiological impacts of e-waste
activities on the environment and health to
confidently encourage the eventual
castigation of the industry.
The
environment
and
health
framework, which should arguably
have the most relevance to developing
country cities' communities, rather, suffers
the opposite fate. Instead of serving as
useful tool to think about, and reshape the
notion and practice of occupational safety, in
many instances it has come to stand as a
hollow vernacular placeholder used to decry
the negative impacts of any economic,
environmental,
social,
or
political
phenomenon that befalls populations.
The gratuitous employment of the notion,
enabled
and
perpetuated
by
environmental NGOs (Greenpeace, BAN)
and international media (Afrol News,
Frontline) has led the term to become an
umbrella of indiscretion and little more than
a weak conceptual context in which to situate
the occurrence of many social phenomena.
The consequence is that once labeled an
environment and human threat, certain
processes such as the recycling of e-waste
come to be regarded as universal negatives
when in reality they can actually contribute
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to livelihood and human wellbeing. As the
study of e-waste in Ghana has clearly
demonstrated, for the term environment and
health management to be analytically useful,
those using it need to provide a nuanced
definition.
Deciphering
the
exact
modalities of doing so is the work of the
field’s future scholars.
In nearing a conclusion, the impulse might
exist for a reader to ask for a tally-sheet of
sorts on the overall effect of e-waste in
Ghana. Given that it has benefits and
drawbacks, one might ask, does one outweigh
the other? What is its ultimate impact on the
occupational safety situation in Ghana? But
to ask such questions misses the essential
point of the discussion. E-waste is neither
wholly bad nor fully good, and to make a
totalizing normative judgment about a
phenomenon that clearly has such a variety
of impacts on society is to fall back into the
same trap into which the environment and
health paradigm has long lingered, to its
detriment.
Nevertheless, despite the argument for a
lens of nuance forwarded here, the flow of
used EEE into developing countries will most
likely continue to have a negative
connotation into the near future. Whether
that assessment is ultimately accurate is up
for debate. What this study has hopefully
illuminated is that despite assumptions
from outside (extremist), solutions to
certain developmental dilemmas in Ghana
are today coming in unassuming forms.
More so, closer examination of the e-waste
phenomenon reveals the ways people are reappropriating technology, and making
livelihoods out of what others are unilaterally
declaring a process to be stopped.
Conclusion
The study has attempted to unpack the ewaste livelihoods, environment and health

connections. The findings complicate the ewaste sector as it advances the argument
beyond the one-dimensional story line of
environmental
NGOs
and
some
researchers who preach from the
environment and health perspective lens,
overlooking its gargantuan tendencies for
income and socio-economic development.
Access to livelihood, whatever the source,
has a positive correlative relationship with
the protection and sustenance of human
wellbeing, not least of which includes
fulfillment of basic human needs such as
access to food, medicine, shelter, and
clothing. While an extensive network of
e-waste’s financial beneficiaries exist, this
study elucidates just four of these sectors,
which are traced by following the
trajectory of e-waste from its collection and
dismantling, recycling and recovery, repairs
and repurposing, and metal trading.
Undeniably, so too can access to livelihood
create some environment and health
inconveniencies. In any case, these
environment and health concerns involved
are not exclusive to e-waste livelihood alone
but also evident in other occupations (formal
or informal) within the urban milieu. The
paper concludes that insights into the
particular trajectories of these shifting
perspectives in local economies of
developing countries is critical to ensuring
successful e-waste management that
supports sustainable business practices.
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