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It’s difficult to believe that anybody, even

the most zealous of environmental

campaigners, wakes up in the morning

and shouts “Hooray for the WEEE

Directive!” It’s certainly hard to imagine any

electrical or electronics retailer doing so.

But even someone who was both ardently

anti-European and sceptical about climate

change would surely recognise the

potential value of the Directive as a

pollution-reducing measure. 

Its purpose is to push WEEE (waste

electrical and electronic equipment) and

the hazardous materials it can contain into

a separate waste stream of its own, and to

encourage the design and sale of more

recyclable products. 

After the Directive comes into force on

1 July, any company that manufactures,

imports, or rebrands electrical or

electronics goods will bear full financial

responsibility for recycling or disposing of

them. Companies classed as distributors of

these goods, including high street, internet

and B2B retailers, will have to provide

customers with the means to return old

equipment free of charge when buying

new items (if the older item was purchased

after 13 August 2005). To do this, 

they must either join a take-back

scheme, the most important of

which for retailers is the Distributor

Takeback Scheme (DTS), which is based on a

network of mostly local authority-run

collection points; or set up their own 

take-back scheme. 

Retailers are also obliged to offer

practical advice to consumers about

disposing of WEEE, and information

outlining the environmental benefits of

doing so. Retailers (and businesses) of all

kinds will also be required to store, treat,

recycle and dispose of the WEEE goods

that have been used by the business, from

obsolete servers to PoS units, separately

from other waste, and to keep records that

prove it was given to an approved waste

management company for recycling or

disposal.

Prep time 

The Directive dates from 2005, and several

other EU member states have already

implemented it, but no-one is quite sure

how ready the UK retail sector is for the 1

July deadline. Most larger EEE retailers have

been preparing for several years and have

put the necessary infrastructures in place.

Some have already had to grapple with

differing local regulatory conditions in 

multiple European

countries. In the UK some have outsourced

parts of the task to recycling service

providers, such as Ryzex or Wincanton,

which built the first WEEE recycling 

facility in the country, at Billingham in

Teesside, in 2006. 

Among Wincanton’s clients is Comet,

with which it launched the UK’s first fridge

take-back scheme for home delivery in

2003 and ran a WEEE take-back trial in

2004. The company now collects items

from Comet on a daily basis and examines

them to determine what can be salvaged.

Rebuilt items are then released onto

secondary markets, or given to community

sector organisations such as Remploy.

“They wanted to put in place a compliant

solution that also had a minimum

operational impact, and also it’s part of

their fulfilment of CSR responsibilities,” says

Simon Hill, commercial manager for

Wincanton’s recycling business. 

Some retailers may have their own

reasons for wanting to run their own 

take-back schemes - and some already do

so - but building a new take-back operation

entails some major logistical challenges.

Retailers doing this would have to accept

any returned WEEE

they sell, keep

records of the

items received

Going to waste
The WEEE (waste electrical and electronic equipment) Directive looks set to

change how retailers of electrical and electronic goods do business. David

Adams investigates
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