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In 2015, The UNEP Issued a Report on E-waste with 8 photos of the dump near 
my home in Accra, Ghana 

Hypothesis 1: These photos illustrate illegal dumping by developed countries.
Hypothesis 2:  These photos show electronics that were imported and used for 

years, and are finally being discarded



Each Hypothesis has a different solution to 
“save” Africans

Hypothesis 1: The junk the kids are standing on 
probably arrived “days earlier” in a sea container. 
The percentage of junk in the loads must be very 

high.  Import must be restricted.



Hypothesis 2: The junk the kids are standing on 
probably arrived decades ago in a sea container, 
paid for by Africa’s Tech Sector. They claim the 

percentage of junk is low - even better than 
brand new cheap imports.  Tech Sector 

importers are Africa’s best and brightest, and 
should be encouraged to play a role in recycling, 

through “takeback” and “WEEE Offsets”.



Who imports? How did Africa get TV and radio stations, internet cable, 
and cell phone towers in the first place?



Obvious History and Baseline Data

The first Ghana government-sponsored public electricity supply in Ghana commenced in the 

year 1914 at Sekondi-Takoradi, operated by the Ghana Railway Administration. The 
following year, 1915, plans were draw for what would eventually be a hydro-electric dam. 
The Akosombo Dam of the Volta River Basin, was financed by USA and World Bank after 
independence (1957) and finally opened in 1965.

Lake Volta is the largest man-made lake in the world by surface area.  The World Bank 
financing documents from the period state that the dam was necessary to the mining and 
refining of aluminum bauxite and other industrial minerals, which are still exported to Europe 
and Asia for final smelting.

What else does the Akosomba hydroelectric dam do, besides supplying European countries 
with aluminum bauxite?  Hmmm.  Oh, yes.  It provided electricity to several million African 
businesses and households.
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The hydroelectic dam reached 100% capacity of usage in less than 10 years.  In 
fact, Ghana had to begin electricity rationing.  Another dam (Kpong) was added in 
the 1980s, and it too ran out of capacity by early 1980s.  A third hydroelectric dam 
(Bui) was built but Ghana was back to rationing electricity, through “brownouts” 
again in the late 1990s.  Today, only 64% of Ghana’s electricity is supplied by 
hydroelectric power - oil generators are necessary to meet Ghana’s demand.



“Ghana’s year-on-year power demand grows by 10 to 15 % with supply generally not meeting set targets”

The history of electricity in Ghana is pretty simple.  As soon as it’s available, 
everyone starts using it.  Ghana household use from 1960-1990 is really not that 
different from Eastern Europe or rural USA between 1930-1960.  And residential 
demand is increasing by between 6% and 16% per year!



Ghana in 2001-05
By 2001, Ghana had 11 Television broadcast stations and nearly 2 dozen radio 
stations.  And that was behind China and India.  By 2005, according to the World 
Bank (which is still in the business of financing electric utilities) the average 
percent of households with TV sets was 96%.  

That was actually HIGHER than the OECD!



Ghana’s Electric Future
- We must stop the use of wood charcoal, which use used for 80% of cooking, 

and finances rapid deforestation.
- We must meet the next projected increase in electricity use, but are running 

out of rivers (and need to preserve some river habitat).
- 2011 Plan requires more solar voltaic panels than 45 cents per KW can afford
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Don’t waste this Solar Reuse Opportunity
1) Africans were perfectly capable of setting up TV stations 
with a critical mass of users supplied by used TVs in the 
1970s.

2) Africans were perfectly capable of setting up internet 
switches in the 1990s, with a critical mass of users supplied by 
used computers.

3) Africans were perfectly capable of setting up tens of 
thousands of cell phone towers in the 2000s,  with a critical 
mass of users supplied by used computers.

Today, there's no reason to think Africans are not perfectly 
capable of harvesting millions of megawatts of solar electricity 
using secondnand solar voltaic panels.

The future of reuse is sunny...



Learn more at FairTradeRecycling.net
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Questions
How did Ghana ever have the “critical mass of users” to buy electricity?  How did 
Africans run out of electricity during all those years?  Who put up radio station 
antennas and TV broadcast studios in the 1960s, 70s, 80s, and 1990s?  Who 
invested in internet cables and cell phone towers 15-20 years ago?

How did countries earning $3,000 per person per year afford to buy radios, TVs, 
computers and cell phones?

The Tech Sector - the very people accused by European experts as “waste 
tourists”, have been the most honest, talented, skilled, educated people in Africa.



“Home Used”
Africa’s Tech Sector supplies, repairs, and maintains not just the electric grid but 
the televisions, PCs, phones and other electronic devices which made these 
investments possible.  And we did it the same way Eastern Europe did, and rural 
America did.  Poor people bought rich people’s used stuff.

Take CRT televisions and monitors.  Any technician can tell you, they last 20-25 
years. But Americans and Europeans in the 1990s were replacing them after ten 
years - for CRT monitors, after FOUR years.

These devices were “solid state”, well built, and could withstand the “brownouts” 
and power surges African households have to live with.  And until very recently, 
most Ghanaians were happier with a used European TV or computer than with a 
cheap new one.



Case in Point
● If I don’t make enough money a year to buy a brand new TV or computer, should I:

● Not buy one at all? 
● Spend the next few years trying to pay off what I just bought? 
● Should I have to choose between an electronic I can’t afford or putting food 

on the table? 
● This should not be Europe’s Choice 



2005  Junkyards have Junk
In 2005, a couple of environmental 
organizations - Greenpeace and Basel Action 
Network - decided to visit my Ghana.  They 
went to a junkyard, in a neighborhood called 
Agbogbloshie.

They said it was a remote fishing village on 
the outskirts of the city.  Which it was, 105 
years ago.  But in the 1970s, it was in the 
center of the city.  It is near a slum called Old 
Fadama, and the history of slums and scrap 
metal yards is the same as it was in Europe 
and America and Asia.



Harmful Hyperbole

“Largest e-waste dump on earth”

“Where most of the world’s WEEE goes”

“Most toxic place on earth”

“Thousands of orphans”

“Witches’ brew”

ghoulish, skeletal, horrific, stone-age, squalor, filth, rotting…



The history of Agbogbloshie
● located inside Accra, not a remote village as claimed in some media reports in Western countries
● part of the busy central district of Accra
● Located  right on the banks of the Korle Lagoon of the Odaw River
● Storm water, sewage and household waste were dumped for many kilometers upstream from the lagoon for many years
● When the Odaw River overflows its banks in the heavy raining season, Old Fadama and Agbogbloshie area becomes dangerously flooded 

with the polluted water
● Because of flooding, high crime levels, and prostitution in the slum the area was nicknamed “Sodom & Gomorrah” (first appearing in AMA 

documents in the late 1990s, under a plan to bulldoze the slum to erect commercial property)



Agbogbloshie as a market
A large open market where most of the produce (most grown in the  northern regions of Ghana) are sold in bulk quantities

Most  men and women workers in the market are from the northern Ghana

Became regarded as one of the usual place in Accra where people from the northern parts of the country work

Another kind of economic activity at the site is junk

Most of the young men from the north worked in junk yard while the women worked in the market

The rate of migration to the south increased rapidly in the last three decades due to chieftaincy disputes in the northern regions

Most of the northern migrants live in a slum called Old Fadama



Agbogbloshie as a junk yard
Junk material was bought in homes and business in and around Accra

The main mode of transportation is the pushcart

Junk yard has grown over the years to become a complex recycling site

They have shifts from buying aluminum, glass, steel and other metals to old 
buses, tractors, electronics, motor cycles etc

They could get more material from a single unit of these than many aluminum 
pans, glass bottles, etc

Tragic accident on the road while transporting scrap



Agbogbloshie- “The world’s E-waste dump?”
This title may suggest that Agbogbloshie has a 
large electronic recycling operation.  In reality, 
there have been less than 30 young men 
working at the site at any point in time

A lot of them move on to other jobs after a few 
years working at the site.  About 7 or 10 of them 
have remained on the site for a longer duration 
and are featured in most western media

I personally know and keep contact with Awal 
and Razak



Agbogbloshie- Some considerations
Imported waste is significant contributor to the dump?

What is the evidence that anything criminal is going on?

How about Africa’s Tech Sector?



Imported waste significant contributor to the dump?
All electronics in Ghana are imported

Studies show that households had electricity for decades

World bank data shows that many households in Africa had electricity decades 
ago

Many of these households had at least one television/radio

In 1977, there were at least 250 television stations in Africa

There wouldn’t be broadcast stations if there were no television or radios



What’s the evidence that anything ‘criminal’ is going on?

Per the UNEP, 1/3 of inspected shipping containers had some illegal waste. So 
what is considered illegal waste? Many circumstances could render an imported 
item as illegal waste.

1. Most of the “illegal waste” in these inspected containers are refrigerators 
(which are not imported for dumping, but are illegal because they are eligible 
for a government trade-in subsidy for more efficient new energy-saving 
refrigerators)

2. Exports are coming from countries that ban exports of untested goods.  That 
is a violation of export country law, not of Basel Convention or Ghana law

3. Naturally, a "back alley" economy is in effect.  When the trade is besmirched, 
more goods are shredded, and it is harder to find better goods than it would 
be in a free market.



Africa’s Tech Sector Dumping E-Waste?
Electronic repair is a decent sector and employs many young men and women. 

Many of these repairers become the importers of used electronics.

Children of these families who become STEM majors in college

Africa’s internet usage is one of the fasted growing on the planet

A more recent study by TeleGraphy states that “African Internet bandwidth grew 
41% between 2014 and 2015, and 51% compounded annually over the last five 
years, to reach 2.9Tbps”. 

Africa’s internet growth outpaces all other region on earth!



Internet growth in Africa



How do Africans connect to the internet?
Income per capita in Africa is less than $800 per year

Anyone thinks Africans are buying the latest $2500 MacBook Pro or a $1200 PC? 
Or A $900 Apple’s iPhone or Samsung’s Galaxy?

No! Africans are using older electronics to establish their presence on the internet.

This is partly possible because of a strong repair & reuse industry

The African tech sector is a driver of economic development.



Data on EEE
Word Bank Data on TV households 2002 (15 years ago)

G7 Average TVs = 67.7 million (large populations) 619/1000

Emerging Markets Average = 29.2M  262/1000

“High Income” Nations Average = 18.9M  (469/1000)

“Heavily Indebted” Nations Average = 13.5M (316/1000)



Studies show: 

Kenya 2007:  90% Reuse

Peru 2009:  87% Reuse

Ghana 2011:   85% Reuse

Nigeria 2011:   91% Reuse 

Liberia 2012:   85% Reuse

These can be reused and resold. 



How Systemic Colonialism and Racial Profiling Rule
- While the Tech Sector (buyer, importer) is the most knowledgeable of the 

intention of the import, they have rarely been interviewed.
- When Basel Convention explicitly allows import for the intent to reuse, repair 

or even recycle, Western “experts” have changed guidance documents to 
read “fully functional” and “tested working”.

- Western media focuses only on the “primitive” scrap operations, which occur 
decades after the used device is imported for reuse.

- White experts were repeatedly given access to testimony despite never dong 
upstream water testing, and never assembling any evidence of their 
exaggerated claims.



- Privileged white “experts” framed Africa’s Scrap Sector as “primitive”, 
“ghoulish”, “toxic”, “haunted” and practicing “witches brew” of chemicals. The 
men (average age 34) were described as “orphans” and “children”

- Western media profiles Tech Sector in emerging markets as equivalent of 
scrap sector… ghoulish and primitive.

- If Western “experts” expected to find banana peels and coconut shells in 
Accra and Lagos city scrapyards, they are idiots.

- Claims that “80%” of what the Tech Sector buys is “dumped” went unchecked 
for over a decade, because Africans were ignored, silenced, and telling their 
#OWN story in their #OWNVOICES was not allowed.



Conclusion
It is clear that Africans depend on imported electronics for daily living. If the tech 
sector gets the necessary help, it could accelerate the technological development 
of the continent. Economically, many jobs will be created and the huge 
unemployment problem will be reduced. Trade within Africa will increase. The 
availability of electronics will spark interest in young people to study the sciences 
and make information accessible for higher learning. Partnership with the African 
tech sector will ensure that the needed equipment are imported to make the most 
impact in the lives of the ordinary African. 

Demonising, intimidating, and jailing African importers will lead to increased 
unemployment, migration, and slow down development on the continent.
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