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Abstract 
 

This report investigates the case of illegal e-waste exports from the European Union to West 

Africa, particularly to Nigeria and Ghana, the main import hubs. It is estimated that 288.000t 

and 215.000t of e-waste were illegally imported in 2017 into Nigeria and Ghana respectively. 

These case studies reveal that many actors such as organized crime groups, corporate bodies, 

recyclers, waste brokers and shipping companies and agents are involved in illegal e-waste 

exports, being on a thin line between legal and illegal activities. Profit plays a crucial role, but 

it is not the only driver. Asymmetries in e-waste regulations and enforcement, and differences 

in employment, development and resources constitute key drivers as well. Given the 

complexity of illicit e-waste shipment and its links to other crimes such as migrant smuggling 

and money laundering, approaches that go beyond enforcement and inspections are necessary. 

As a result, this report presents a set of policy recommendations aimed at enhancing the current 

legal framework and introducing new mechanisms and tools beyond it. 

 

Key words: e-waste, illegal e-waste exports, European Union, Nigeria, Ghana 

1.Introduction 

Under Operation Hozkailu, Guardia Civil dismantled a criminal organization composed by 

African people. More than 10.000 tons (t) of e-waste have been illegally shipped from the 

Basque Country to Nigeria and Ghana, with capital movements of more than €1.5 million. The 

waste left Spain as second-hand equipment, but in fact it was unrepairable. By doing this, profit 

was twofold, eliminating the costs of waste management and adding revenues from the illicit 

trade (Gobierno de España, 2022). 

According to Interpol and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) (2016, p. 39), 

environmental crime is the fourth largest criminal activity in the world, growing at a rate of 

between 5%-7% per year, and one of the most profitable forms of transnational crime, worth 

up $258 billion annually (Wates 2020, p.3). Concretely, recent studies suggest that illegal 

trafficking and dumping of electronic waste worth up to $10-12 billion (UNEP, 2015), and 

EU’s yearly income from only illicit waste market vary between €4-15 billion (European 

Commission 2021a, p.1).  



 2 

By environmental crime, we understand a broad and multi-faceted emerging threat, which 

covers a wide range of offences (Colantoni et al., 2020). The European Commission (2021b) 

suggested that environmental crimes are “infringements of relevant legal obligations that can 

cause significant harm or risk to the environment and human health and are or can be addressed 

through criminal law”. Article 3 of the Directive 2008/99/EC on the protection of the 

environment through criminal law includes offences like the “illegal emission or discharge of 

substances into air, water or soil, illegal trade in wildlife, illegal trade in ozone-depleting 

substances, mismanagement of waste and illegal shipment or dumping of waste”. 

When considering illegal shipment of waste, particular attention must be drawn to electronic 

waste. Electronic waste, also known as e-waste or WEEE, is defined by the Basel Convention 

as “anything with a plug, electric cord or battery that has reached the end of its life, as well as 

the components that make up these end-of-life products” (PACE et E-waste Coalition 2019, 

p.7).  

Illegal shipment of e-waste is one of the foremost challenges of the 21st century, because of its 

transboundary movement from developed to developing countries (Narashima et al. 2020), and 

because of the rapid expansion of the electronics industry. In this regard, according to a report 

from the Platform for Accelerating the Circular Economy (PACE) and the UN E-Waste 

coalition (2019, p. 10), global e-waste output will exceed 120 million tons per year by 2050. 

Unlike any other form of crime, the importance of addressing this offence lies on its impact on 

the environment and human welfare. It reduces the quality of air and water, pollutes soil, harms 

wild species and damages and even destroys ecosystems. Individuals and society as a whole 

bear the effects of environmental degradation, as they rely upon the water bodies and food 

supplies that are being contaminated. Besides, toxic releasing has adverse health consequences 

such as altered lung and thyroids functioning, damaged DNA, premature births, and higher 

likelihood to contract cancer (Abalansa et al., 2021; Sovacool, 2019).  Furthermore, the growth 

of a circular economy is also hampered, and fair competition is undermined (European 

Commission 2021a).  

Moreover, due to the ongoing change in features, e-waste is complex to manage (Abalansa et 

al., 2021). Although industrialized countries have access to technical solutions for processing 

e-waste, the cheaper alternative is to export it to developing countries. In fact, UNEP (2019) 

concludes that less than 20% of e-waste is formally recycled, with 80% either ending up in 

landfills or being informally recycled in developing countries. 
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Concretely, an illegal market operating in both the EU and West Africa is rapidly expanding 

(Europol 2011 in Strand, n.d.) and includes actors like producers, consumers, collectors, waste 

brokers and traders, waste tourists, shipping companies and agents, terminal operators, 

environmental inspectors, custom officials, organized crime groups and recyclers (Bisschop, 

2012). 

West Africa serves as the major trading route of UEEE into the African continent, being Nigeria 

and Ghana the main import hubs. Both receive high imports of e-waste through the Lagos Port 

Complex and the Tin Can Island Port Complex in Nigeria, and the Port of Tema in Ghana. In 

both countries, e-waste industry is characterized by intensive manual labour, informality, and 

self-governance (Grant et Oteng-Ababio, 2021).  

The Basel Action Network (BAN) (2018) estimates that a total of 352,474 t of e-waste is 

exported from EU to developing nations (Maes et Preston-Whyte 2022, p. 3), a 77% ending up 

in Nigeria and Ghana (Maes et Preston-Whyte 2022, p. 4). As primary responsible for these 

exports, the European Union should act in accordance with the values protected by the Article 

2 of the Treaty of the European Union (i.e. respect to human dignity and rights) and its “Green 

Deal Diplomacy”1 and halt the illegal shipment of e-waste into Nigeria and Ghana. In this way, 

undertaken actions are deemed key and understood as an investment to create bridges with 

developing countries. 

In fact, the Council defined environmental crime as one of the crime-combating priorities for 

2018-2021 as well as for the following period 2022-2025 (European Commission 2021a). 

However, much work remains to be done. 

Consequently, the aim of this project is to answer the following question: “What can the 

European Union do in order to improve its action in tackling illegal e-waste trafficking in 

Europe and Africa?” 

All in all, the research design is exploratory insofar as it investigates the action of the EU so 

far, and descriptive in that it presents the main characteristics which constitute the case studies. 

Finally, an empirical/positivist approach is adopted to draft recommendations. On these 

 
1The EU, with its “Comprehensive Approach to Africa” puts Africa at the centre of its Green Deal Diplomacy. EU Green Deal 
Diplomacy focuses on trade, bilateral financial agreements, and multilateralism, to fight climate change and environmental 
degradation, and promote a clean sustainable economy. Retrieved from: https://ecfr.eu/article/the-four-pillars-of-european-
green-deal-diplomacy/ 
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grounds, an inductive approach is used. That is to say, the final suggestions are based on the 

broad analysis of all the data collected. 

To respond to the question of study, first, a description on EU legal framework to fight illegal 

e-waste trafficking is provided. Secondly, the state of illegal e-waste trafficking in Africa is 

presented. Thirdly, an analysis of illegal e-waste in Nigeria and Ghana is conducted. Finally, 

based on the conclusions retrieved from the previous parts, and especially the case studies, 

recommendations are provided. 

2.Methodology  
 
The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the research methodology used in this policy paper. 

The aim of this policy paper is to provide suggestions to enhance the efficiency of the EU in 

tackling illegal e-waste exports and environmental crime.  

As for the data collection and analysis method, the paper adopts the qualitative research method 

of documentary analysis, which involves using texts and documents as a source material. 

During this study, various documentary sources were employed, including a few primary 

sources such as official legislation (e.g., Directive 2008/99/EC and the Waste Shipment 

Regulation) and assessments found in the European Commission Website, and secondary 

sources such as reports and academic articles published by organizations such as the European 

Union Action to Fight Environmental Crime (EFFACE), the UNEP and the INTERPOL and 

particular academics. All these academic articles and books have been found in the database of 

Google Scholar, Google Books, UAB Library and Brunel University London Library. 

The qualitative method has been found to be the most suitable to analyse the cases studies of 

Nigeria and Ghana, as key aspects such as processes, actors involved and responses on the 

subject matter, cannot be quantified. The case study approach has been considered the most 

appropriate, as even if the topic of study, e-waste trafficking, is transnational in its nature, it 

affects especially certain countries. Moreover, the focus on case studies provides a better 

understanding of the dynamics behind the issue, which in turn allows the development of more 

efficient and concrete recommendations. 

The loosely organizational nature of e-waste trafficking hinders the definition of the extent of 

the illegal activity, both at the European and at the African level. However, the information 

retrieved from documentary analysis provides meaningful insights on its functioning. A further 

strength is that research can obtain reliable data on key processes, actors, and responses without 
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being present in the field. Thus, the documentary analysis of the case studies of Nigeria and 

Ghana, and the prior assessment of the EU legal framework and e-waste in Africa will serve as 

the grounds for the further suggestions.  

3. EU Legal Framework 
 
The next section will briefly allude to relevant EU legislation when considering its role in 

fighting illegal e-waste trafficking from Europe to Africa.     

The EU has been a major supporter of the fight against environmental crime, transposing 

multiple international conventions like the Basel Convention (1989) into EU sectoral 

legislation (European Commission, 2021c). Its major binding instrument is the Directive 

2008/99/EC on the protection of the environment via criminal law, whose goal is to strengthen 

compliance of Member States (MS) with laws protecting the environment. Among these, it 

includes the Landfill Directive, the Environmental Liability Directive, the Waste Shipment 

Regulation (WSR), and the Waste Framework Directive. The last two are found particularly 

relevant to this research.  

The Directive 2008/98/EC on waste (i.e., Waste Framework Directive), aims to contribute to 

sustainable production and consumption by introducing a waste hierarchy and guidelines on 

the proper treatment and collection of WEEE to MS. It regulates the handling, disposal, and 

recycling of electronic waste, adhering to the principle of Extended Producer Responsibility 

(EPR) and the Polluter Pays Principles. On the other hand, The Regulation on Shipments of 

Waste (i.e., Waste Shipment Regulation, 2006) aims to address MS uncontrolled and illegal 

waste exports.  

More concretely, concerning the obligations in relation to transfrontier movement of waste, the 

WSR outlines the necessity of drafting a contract for shipments with a notification requirement; 

of obtaining a permit and registering; adhering to the prohibition on mixing various types of 

waste; filling out the necessary documents; and providing financial guarantee for shipments. 

This not being the case, it shall be considered illegal waste. 

Nonetheless, the WSR does not forbid the export of UEEE to non-OECD countries. However, 

under that premise, UEEE, which turns to be non-functional, is illegally exported to developing 

countries every year (Geeraerts et al., 2015). 
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Overall, the European Union counts on multiple legislation to combat environmental crime and 

safeguard the environment. Indeed, its effective enforcement is crucial since it defines EU’s 

stance and credibility as an international player. By effectively implementing the Waste 

Framework Directive and the Waste Shipment Regulation and, if deemed necessary, the 

Directive 2008/99/EC on the protection of the environment, the EU has an impact not only 

within its borders, but also beyond them. Therefore, if these were correctly implemented, 

should they gradually reduce the scope of illicit e-waste exports, lowering the extent of the 

criminal activity and minimizing environmental and health impacts (Geeraerts et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, its effective execution directly affects the consecution of the priorities defined in 

the Joint Strategy for the Africa-EU Partnership, which aims to contribute to the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDG) and the commitments undertaken in the Paris Agreement, by 

fostering environmentally sound cooperation, reducing the digital gap, and establishing 

sustainable growth and employment (Bernardini, 2021). Moreover, special attention is paid to 

Global Peace and Security Challenges. 

In the Joint Strategy for the Africa-EU Partnership, the EU’s integrated approach includes 

cooperation on organised crime. Addressing common concerns relating to transnational crime, 

international terrorism, mercenary activities, and human trafficking, as well as illicit trade in 

natural resource is deemed crucial (Council of the European Union, 2014). Indeed, the EU 

intents to increase cooperation and joint work to promote the adoption of multilateral, regional 

and national instruments, and its implementation in a wide range of topics, highlighting 

transnational crime (European Commission, 2020b).    

All in all, the EU counts on different mechanisms which effectively executed would stop illegal 

e-waste trafficking. However, its vague implementation constitutes a major driver for illegal e-

waste trafficking from Europe. In turn, it also hinders the consecution of the objectives defined 

in the Africa-EU Partnership, and has an effect not only in the European, but also in the African 

environment and health population, security, and economic and business development 

(Geeraerts et al., 2015). 

4. E-Waste in Africa 
 
E-waste is the world’s most valuable and fastest growing stream (Maes et Preston-Whyte, 

2022). A large fraction of it, an 82.6%, went undocumented at its end-of-life in 2019 (Maes et 



 7 

Preston Whyte 2022, p.3) and much of it is accumulated in open dumpsites in several African 

countries. 

Although monitoring the transboundary movement of e-waste into Africa is difficult, BAN 

(2018) defined Ghana, Nigeria, and Tanzania as the main receivers of e-waste from the EU and 

the United Kingdom (Iddrisu, 2021). According to BAN statistics, 80% of e-waste exports are 

illegal (Saberi, 2020). To illustrate the magnitude of the offence, some examples are provided.  

To start with, from 2015 to 2017, BAN put 314 trackers on e-waste items sent to recycling 

facilities across ten EU countries (Saberi, 2020). 3% of them were illegally exported to 

developing countries. In total, 64% of these illegal exports were taken to Africa (Maes et 

Preston Whyte 2022, p.3). In turn, examination of the trackers showed that these were sent 

from the UK, Spain, Italy, Ireland, Denmark, and Germany and involved the establishment of 

organized crime groups (Saberi, 2020). 

Under the Operation Enigma in 2012, INTERPOL checked major ports in Belgium, Germany, 

the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom in Europe, and in Ghana, Guinea and Nigeria in 

Africa. Results showed that almost one-third of the inspections detected illegal e-waste, 

resulting in the detection of 240 tonnes of illegal e-waste and 40 firms involved in mislabelling, 

tax fraud and waste mixing (Rucevska et al., 2015). 

In the same vein, between 750-2500t of WEEE were illegally shipped during 2018 and 2019 

from the Canary Islands to Africa by an organized crime group. Those arrested were also 

suspected of document fraud as falsified certificates of electrical devices were found 

(EUROPOL, 2020). 

Lastly, between May and July of 2020, several cargo ships from Italy, where mafia groups 

known as ‘eco-mafie’ act since the 1990s, arrived at the Port of Sousse in Tunisia, with 7900t 

of dangerous waste. Similarly, in 2018, Italian authorities seized 4.4. million t of hazardous 

waste from these groups. In these cases, counterfeit documents, fraudulent registrations, and a 

link with government officials at the Tunisian consulate in Naples was observed 

(Abderrahmane, 2022). 

Due to the scale and rapid evolution of the problem, governments have introduced policies and 

legislation, raising the proportion of the world residents covered by legal-waste related 

frameworks up to 71% in 2019 (Maes et Preston-Whyte 2022, p.3). 
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The Basel Convention (1989), and the Bamako Convention (1991) regulate e-waste in the 

African continent. However, illegal exports from Europe, America and China still account for 

between 15-50% of the total e-waste in Africa (Maes et Preston-Whyte 2022, p.4) as many 

countries have taken advantage of loopholes in regulatory treaties (Asare, 2019). 

Moreover, e-waste management in Africa is dominated by an uncontrolled informal sector. In 

fact, only a 0,9% (0,3 mt) of documented e-waste is properly collected and recycled (Forti et 

al. 2020, p.70). 

Major factors allowing the illegal export from the EU to Africa are the lack of adequate public 

awareness, of government policy and legislation, of an effective collection system and EPR 

system and of adequate recycling facilities in Africa. Also, the dominance of the informal 

sector and a poor financing system (Forti et al., 2020).  

In words of the president of the Commission, Ursula Von der Leyen, “Africa is the EU’s natural 

partner and neighbour. Together we can build a more prosperous, peaceful, and sustainable 

future for all” (Africa-EU Partnership, n.d.).  

On these grounds, the new Joint Strategy for the Africa-EU Partnership advances greater 

collaboration concerning the fight against transnational crime, green transition and energy 

access, digital transformation, the sustainable growth and jobs creation, peace and governance, 

and migration (Bernardini, 2021). To do this, e-waste exports from developed to developing 

countries must be better handled, so that they match Europe’s aims of tackling environmental 

crime, combating climate change and environmental degradation, creating a clean circular 

economy, and reducing waste (European Commission, 2020a). 

In fact, it is fundamental to strengthen the African continent’s economic, political, security, 

environmental and social resilience, if the EU is to fight transnational crime. To the extent that 

illegal e-waste flows foster fraudulent legislation, tax, counterfeiting documents, masking 

illegal activities with legitimate business, and establish a link with corruption, it must be 

prioritized. This, in turn, hinders the establishment and development of formal businesses and 

economy, increases instability, and poses risks to health, social and environmental security in 

Africa. 
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5. E-waste in West Africa: the case studies of Ghana and Nigeria 
 
Statistical data and research suggest West Africa as the major trading route of UEEE into the 

African continent, with Ghana and Nigeria as the main import hubs (Basel Convention et al., 

n.d.). This section particularly focuses on these two countries, considering the geographical 

scope and the extent of the illegal activity, the main actors and drivers, the links to other kinds 

of organized crime and the legal framework to tackle it. 

5.1. Geographical scope and extent of the illegal activity 

Ghana and Nigeria have high direct imports of e-waste, with Nigeria being the leading importer 

of UEEE in Africa. Thus, approximately 288.000 tons of UEEE were imported into Nigeria in 

2017 (Iwenwanne, 2019). It was found that most of the imported UEEE was shipped from 

Germany, the UK, Belgium, and the US (Odeyingbo et al. 2017 in Forti et al., 2020, p. 71). 

Nigeria is followed by Ghana, with 215.000 tons of UEEE imported in 2017 (Sovacool 2019, 

p.5). In fact, Ghana was declared to be the most polluted e-waste processing site in the world 

(Daum et al. 2017 in Abalansa et al. 2021, p.3). However, since 2017, there has been a sharp 

decrease in the imports as the government introduced several initiatives to formalize parts of 

the e-waste economy (Grant et Oteng-ababio, 2021). 

In both cases, ports have been found to be the main source of entry, highlighting the Lagos Port 

Complex (LPC) and the Tin Can Island Port Complex (TCIPC) in the Lagos State of Nigeria, 

and the Port of Tema in Ghana (Odenyingbo et al., 2019). Particularly, Agbogbloshie scrap 

yard in Accra and Alababa Market in Lagos constitute major e-waste processing locations 

(Takyi et al., 2021). 

Picture 1. Millions of tons of e-waste dumped in Agbogbloshie  
 

 

Source: Daily Mail Online 
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Among the imported products, large household appliances like refrigerators, freezers and 

washing machines, small appliances like ovens and coffee machines, and IT and 

telecommunication equipment like TVs are commonly imported to both sites (Odenyingbo et 

al. 2019). 

In both countries UEEE has been used to mask illegal transport of WEEE from the EU. Waste 

exporters use port-hopping to prevent the detection of their illegal cargo ports. Germany, the 

Netherlands, Belgium, and the UK are the most important countries for import, export and 

transit of e-waste (Spapens et al., 2014). Concretely, the ports of Rotterdam and Antwerp are 

considered hubs for illegal waste shipments (IMPEL-TFS 2005; De Rijck 2011 in Spapens et 

al. 2014, p. 175). Ports in Italy, Spain and France have are also suspected to be, but low port 

control hinders statements (Van Erp et Huisman 2010 in Spapens et al. 2014, p. 175). 

Furthermore, illegal e-waste export goes against European, Ghanian and Nigerian laws. As 

comparison of import declarations and inspections results show, in the case of Nigeria, in 

66.4% of the cases, import of containers were not properly declared, a 65.2% of which was not 

declared at all. Only 40% of UEEE was packed according to Nigerian regulation and only 3 % 

of importers were formally registered with the National Environmental Standards and 

Regulations Enforcement Agency (NESREA) (Odenyingbo et al. 2019, p.2). 

In the case of Ghana, only 15% was classified as a waste at the time of importation, although 

the actual e-waste was calculated to be 56% of all the imported UEEE (Amankwaa, 2017 in 

Sovacool 2019 p.5). 

Picture 2. Broken televisions, computers and keyboards transported to Ghana 

 

Source: Daily Mail Online 
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5.2. Main actors 
 
A wide range of actors can be directly or indirectly involved in e-waste trafficking. These actors 

are going to be grouped according to the life cycle of electronics to trace the path and 

interactions among key stakeholders.  

Figure 1. Movement of EEE 

 

Source: Own elaboration 

Producers are at the very first stage, as they are responsible for the short lifespan of products 

and the rapid growth of the EEE industry. Findings have shown that manufacturing companies 

are not aware of how their products are disposed (Iddrisu, 2021). In this regard, consumers 

have a key role as they ultimately decide the methods of disposal of both UEEE and WEEE. 

Concerning collection activities, several groups engage in illicit activities. Scrap and waste-

disposal firms are subcontracted by companies to treat e-waste. They claim to dispose of e-

waste legally. However, it is illegally mislabeled as UEEE and dumped in Nigeria and Ghana 

to avoid recycling costs (Iddrisu, 2021). 

In addition, it is important to highlight the role of social media nowadays. Individuals known 

as “waste tourists” or African immigrants collect old phones and laptops from people contacted 

through social media and sell them to people in Ghana and Nigeria through Instagram and 

Twitter accounts (Iddrisu, 2021). 



 12 

On the other hand, organized groups such as ‘Ndrangheta, Camorra and Cosa Nostra, known 

as “ecomafie”, operate into a grey area by creating illicit recycling movements and engaging 

in other illegal activities like money laundering (Olivi, 2021). 

Waste brokers and traders facilitate the pathways of UEEE from formal to informal sectors 

(Secretariat of the Basel Convention 2011, in McMahon et al. 2021, p.2) by acting as 

intermediaries in legal transactions and in illegal shipments through waste storage and handling 

(Geeraerts et al., 2015). These are said to act as family related businesses or small groups of 

people. 

Overall, organised groups use a complex system to avoid customs control. For instance, the 

organised crime dismantled in the Basque Country by Guardia Civil in the framework of 

Operation Hozkailu formalised its exit authorisations by decentralizing using the Customs 

Office of Almeria. This hinders goods’ inspections, and for, at least, nine years, waste could 

leave Spain misclassified as UEEE (Gobierno de España, 2022). 

Transport actors such as shipping companies and agents and terminal operators conduct also 

activities on a thin line between legal and illegal, by having smugglers as their clients and thus 

facilitating illegal shipments of e-waste (Geeraerts et al., 2015). 

Once exports reach Nigeria and Ghana, the line between legal and illegal is more difficult to 

draw. Informal collectors and dismantlers, organized crime, formal recyclers, and state actors 

are involved. 

When e-waste exports arrive at destination ports, it is corruption what permits its entry (Bodeen 

2007, in Iddrisu 2021, p.47), as Customs are bribed. In the same trend, state actors accept the 

import of e-waste against national and international regulations (Spapens et al., 2014). 

Once the imported UEEE is not repairable, e-waste recycling could be divided between formal 

and informal.  

Organized and formal scrap collectors for e-waste exist. In the case of Nigeria, the first e-waste 

recycling facility, Hinckley Recycling, was established in Lagos in 2017. However, it is unable 

to offer comparable amounts as the informal sector offers to households and organizations, due 

to the high processing and treatment expenses of responsible recycling (Abalansa et al., 2021). 
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Moreover, the Lagos Waste Management Administration (LAWMA), the Lagos State 

Environmental Protection Agency (LASEPA), and E-Terra Technologies LtD are also formally 

known e-waste recycling centres (Abalansa et al., 2021). 

In the case of Ghana, City Waste Recycling Limited (2008) is the only formal e-waste recycler. 

It collects, dismantles, and separates components of e-waste from companies. The valuable 

materials are sold in Ghana and other fractions are exported to a recycling partner in Europe to 

treat the hazardous materials. Moreover, as project partner of E-MAGIN, it is working closely 

with the informal sector through practical training sessions for e-waste collection, dismantling 

and recycling, and through the implementation of awareness raising modules in local schools 

(E-Magin Ghana, n.d.).  

The informal sector dominates waste collection services (Abalansa et al., 2021), which is 

organized in a door-to-door system in exchange of money (Prasad et al., 2019). It has been 

argued that some informal workers at Agbogbloshie collect WEEE by using social media 

(Iddrisu, 2021). Moreover, they also collect materials from dump sites and backyards. 

Waste scrappers extract valuable materials and sell them directly to end-processors. The 

Printed Wire Boards (PWB) and some other components are often sold to be exported to end 

processing units mostly in Asia. Lastly, the non-valuable e-waste components are dumped or 

burnt (Prasad et al., 2019). 

5.3. Main drivers 

Waste trafficking is motivated by a variety of factors. Profitability is an important explanatory 

factor. On the one hand, importers benefit from UEEE as it is a source of precious materials 

like gold, silver, copper and platinum. In that sense, the value of raw materials found in global 

e-waste was 57$ billion in 2019, with iron, copper and gold making the largest contribution 

(Forti et al. 2020, p. 15).  

Nonetheless, profits are not generated only from the extraction of these components, but also 

from the resale value of such equipment in importing countries (Geeraerts et al., 2015). 

On the other hand, it is also profitable for exporters since it provides large savings to WEEE 

management operators (Baird et al., 2014). EU Waste Shipment Regulation and Directive have 

resulted in higher environmental standards and higher costs for the treatment and/or disposal 

of WEEE (OECD 2012, in Geeraerts et al. 2015, p.37). It has been calculated that dumping 
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hazardous waste is 400 times cheaper than lawfully disposing it in the EU (OECD, 2012 in 

Geeraerts et al. 2015, p. 37). In the same vein, lax enforcement, including low level of penalties, 

motivate illicit e-waste exports from the EU (OECD, 2012 in Geeraerts et al., 2015). 

Besides, under the premise of promoting technological progress in developing countries, EU 

countries send huge quantities of UEEE as donations to get rid of them at a low price 

(McMahon et al., 2021). In Ghana, for instance, no import duty is paid on computers and 

equipment, and they are exempt from paying Value Added Tax (VAT) if these can be proved 

as donations (Amoyaw-Osei et al., 2011).  

However, although profit-making is a key motivator, “asymmetries in WEEE regulations and 

its enforcement, in development and unemployment, and access to resources between Europe 

and Nigeria and Ghana” (Geeraerts et al. 2015, p. 9) are the primary drivers behind illegal e-

waste shipments.  

When considering the importing countries, Nigeria and Ghana, significant unemployment rates 

might encourage people to engage in illegal e-waste activities. In fact, the e-waste sector is a 

source of income and livelihood. According to the International Labour Organization, around 

132.000 informal workers work in the e-waste industry in Nigeria (Abalansa 2021, p.5). In 

Ghana, e-waste has been suggested to employ 25.000 people and sustain around 200.000 in the 

informal sector (Lundgren 2012 in McMahon et al., 2021). 

Furthermore, the import of UEEE enables the access to improved EEE (McMahon et al., 2021) 

and breaks the digital divide insofar as it allows the access to information and promotes thus 

e-commerce, ICT opening educational opportunities and the revolution of businesses (Prasad 

et al., 2019).  

5.4. Links with other types of crime 

E-waste trade provides a logistical network which could act as well as the basis for other 

crimes. An investigation by the Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA) (2011) found that 

criminal groups engaging in e-waste trafficking were linked to other crimes such as theft, drugs 

and weapons trafficking, migrant smuggling and money laundering (Rucevska et al., 2015). 

Illustrating this, Guarda di Finanza in Italy audited a company operating in the metal scrap 

industry and ended up dismantling a transnational criminal group formed by 44 companies 
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which committed illicit waste tax offences (i.e. false invoicing), with a worth of $68 million, 

and money laundering (FAFT, 2021). 

In the same trend, in Operation Hozkailu, SEPRONA found offences of not only illegal waste 

shipment, but also misappropriation and money laundering, among others (Gobierno de 

España, 2022).  

Furthermore, establishing a link with migrant smuggling and e-waste trafficking, Guardia Civil 

rescued people hidden in the load of a scrap metal lorry in 2018 and 2020 trying to illegally 

enter in Spain (Gobierno de España 2018; 2020). 

Moreover, the success of environmental crime is tied to corruption, as governments and 

agencies facilitate falsified concession documents and permissions which allow illegal imports, 

money laundering, and economic gains (Olivi, 2021). 

Lastly, an emerging aspect looks at cybersecurity threats and cybercrime. A criminal link has 

been established between the informal sector and hacking and cybersecurity in Ghana and 

Nigeria (Sovacool, 2019). In their own research, Grant and Oteng-Ababio (2012) highlighted 

the connections between Agbogbloshie and cybersecurity and crime, noting that data and 

information stored in the hard drives and devices is stolen (Sovacool, 2019). 

5.5.Legal framework 

Despite governments’ awareness of the environmental and social costs of improper e-waste 

management, only a few African nations have adopted e-waste management legislation (Baldé 

et al. 2017). Among them, Nigeria and Ghana. 

Both are part of the Basel Convention (1989), which aims to restrict the transboundary 

movement of hazardous waste. Moreover, both are signatories of the Bamako Convention 

(1991), which aims to ban the import of hazardous waste into Africa and control its movement.  

When considering national legislation, in Nigeria, the government passed the National 

Environmental (Electrical/Electronic Sector) Regulation in 2011, which banned the 

importation of e-waste and provided recommendations on environmentally sound handling of 

e-waste (Environreview, 2021). Since then, all imported UEEE into Nigeria must be of a 

comparable model of equipment in use; be fit for the purpose originally designed for; be fully 
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functional as originally intended; not be scrap; not show any waste characteristics; and be 

properly packaged. Not being the case, the UEEE is considered waste (Environreview, 2021). 

In addition, the importer must be registered with NESREA and provide proof of assessment 

and testing, as well as a copy of the invoice and documents pertaining to the sale or transfer, 

and a declaration of no waste (Environreview, 2021). 

Lastly, the introduction of an EPR Policy was announced by the Nigerian Government in 2016 

(Iwenwanne, 2019). However, six years later this policy is still in its early stages and not being 

properly implemented. 

On the other hand, in Ghana, the government approved the Hazardous and Electronic Waste 

Control and Management Act in 2016, which allows formal companies to import hazardous 

waste only if the entity can manage and dispose the waste in an environmentally responsible 

manner (Grant et Oteng-Ababio, 2021). 

Additionally, producers and importers are required to register with Ghana’s Environmental 

Agency (EPA), which disarms informal operators and closes sites (Grant et Oteng-Ababio, 

2021). Furthermore, a pre-entry eco-tax for imported devices was introduced in 2016, to assist 

the formalization of e-waste recycling factories around the country. For example, in August 

2018, the President Akufo-Addo announced the construction of a recycling e-waste 

management facility at Agbogbloshie. However, three years later, the work has not started yet 

(B&FT Online, 2021).  

As it has been shown, both governments' approach fails to fight against illegal import of e-

waste as current legislation does not disaggregate the informal economy. Besides, irregular 

enforcement and inexistent monitoring and auditing are regarded as the main impediments for 

the development of policies and formal e-recycling structures (Grant et Oteng-Ababio, 2021). 

6. Conclusions 

The unlawful shipment of e-waste from the EU to Nigeria and Ghana provides an example of 

a complex and serious environmental crime. Despite forbidding the export of WEEE to non-

EU countries, it is estimated that around 44.t goes undetected at its end-of-life (Maes et Preston-

Whyte 2022, p.3).  
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Illicit e-waste is an organized crime with a novel organizational structure (Iddrisu, 2021), as a 

coordinated approach to crime is taken. That is to say, it is loosely organised around certain 

individuals (Iddrisu, 2021). Actors use informal networks and working relationships to illegally 

traffic e-waste. In this sense, as WEEE passes through many individuals and groups, it is 

difficult to map its flow and all the actors engaged at every stage (Iddrisu, 2021).  

Normally, in the grey area between legal and illegal, mafia groups form connections with 

businesses and corrupt politicians, enabling the transit of e-waste (Olivi, 2021). In Italy, 

powerful organized gangs like Cosa Nostra, Camorra and ‘Ndrangueta dominate e-waste 

commerce thanks to corruption. However, in many cases they also involve members of big 

corporations, which employ intimidation measures to obstruct investigations (Liddick, 2021). 

The EU relies on a variety of legal instruments to safeguard the environment and control waste 

management like the Waste Shipment Directive and the Directive 2008/99/EC on the 

protection of the environment via criminal law. However, these fall short to efficiently combat 

e-waste trafficking, as the transposition varies significantly in Member States. This, together 

with the lack of penalties, the lack of control to determine whether a Customs Export 

Declaration is registered in the export country, and a lack of cooperation and information 

exchange between regulatory bodies (Rucevska et al., 2015), obstruct EU efforts and endangers 

the environment and individuals within and beyond the EU (Geeraerts et al., 2015).  

The incapacity of African governments to enforce waste and environmental regulations has 

fostered a culture of impunity (Godfrey et al., 2019). Among the main obstacles to overcome 

highlight “weak organizational structures without formal oversight, insufficient funding, weak 

regulations and lack of enforcement, inadequate penalties, low public awareness, corruption, 

conflict, political instability, and the absence of political will” (Godfrey et al., 2019; Maes and 

Preston-Whyte  2022, p. 8). 

Allowing illegal e-waste imports and management leads to poor environment and health 

protection, as well as poor physical and data security (Strand, n.d.). Furthermore, it has been 

linked to other organized crimes, such as money laundering, migrant smuggling and drug and 

weapons trafficking, and by means of corruption, hinders policy development and 

implementation. 

Fighting illegal e-waste trafficking must become a priority in both, the EU, and African 

countries. However, as the connection between legal and illegal markets and industries is 
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difficult to disentangle and makes creating adequate policies harder, the focus must be on both 

improving law enforcement mechanisms and developing tools beyond them (Iddrisu, 2021). 

7. Recommendations2 
 
After thoroughly researching illegal e-waste trafficking from the EU to West Africa, a set of 

suggestions have been drafted with the aim of responding to the research question “What can 

the European Union do in order to improve its action in tackling illegal e-waste trafficking in 

Europe and Africa?” They are primarily classified into the two levels at which EU action must 

be improved: at the EU level and at the African level. 

Concerning the role that the European Union shall take within its borders, there is a need to: 

• Integrate further legislation by expanding EU’s inspections and monitoring rules and 

establishing a minimum mandatory number (Geeraerts et al., 2015). Furthermore, as 

Geeraerts et al. (2015) argue, fines and sections should be defined having 

environmental harm as a frame (i.e. focus on activities on a thin line between legal and 

illegal). 

Lastly, non-interpretable definitions are necessary to improve implementation and build 

an aligned prosecution system (Geeraerts et al., 2015), based on cooperation across 

different jurisdictions (UNEP, 2015) 

• Provide MS with the necessary training and resources to strengthen the operational 

capacity of its authorities. To make resources more cost-effective, EnviCrimeNet 

(2015) proposed developing multi-agency cooperation at the national level between 

customs, police, environmental authorities, and prosecutors, with the aim of enhancing 

the need of gathering intelligence and information (Spapens, et al., 2014). 

• Impose providing data as an obligation to Member States, as one of the main 

challenges is the lack of reliable statistics and data (EnviCrimeNet, 2015). It is 

necessary to create a digitalized unified platform with standard criteria and formula 

(Baldé et al., 2016). Thus, to ensure this information is accurate, auditing, monitoring 

and inspections should be conducted by European Union staff. 

Lastly, governments should provide statistics on an enterprise level, by cooperating 

with ports, national statistical institutes, and customs offices (Baldé et al., 2016). 

 
2 To see more detailed recommendations, go to Annex. 
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• Increase customs controls at external borders of the EU to guarantee that second-

hand exports are not WEEE (Geeraerts et al., 2015). Also, its capacity should be 

strengthened to control whether Custom Export Declarations are registered in export 

countries and conduct the necessary inspections (Rucevska et al., 2015). 

• Create incentives to encourage stricter policies on Reverse Logistics and Extended 

Producer Responsibility. As corporate bodies engage in environmental crime because 

of the profits entailed in it (Baird et al., 2014; Geeraerts et al., 2015), the EU could give 

a tax reduction or exemption for companies which make their products more sustainable 

and easy to repair and reuse.  

Also, increased financial support for industries which adopt a Circular Model or the 4R 

scheme (i.e., Reduce, Reuse, Remanufacture and Recycle); and programs which 

develop recycling techniques could be given. In that sense, by using EU’s economic 

leverage, the correct enforcement of the WSR and the WEEE directives could be 

imposed as a requirement in order to get the Next Generation EU Funding.  

• Improve international police cooperation by increasing the budget and creating 

joint investigation teams with the objective of enhancing the capacity and 

enforcement authority of organizations like EUROPOL and Eurojust, in exchanging 

information, prosecuting, and recovering assets (Geeraerts et al., 2015). 

• Stronger Online Regulation, to combat illicit trading on social media sites and online 

markets (Iddrisu, 2020). 

• Include fighting e-waste trafficking as part of EU Green Deal Diplomacy to 

recognize the role of criminal corporate organizations and fight environmental 

degradation. 

• Enhance the role of civil societies like non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

(Rucevska et al., 2015) by imparting free seminars, compulsory courses on schools, the 

creation of social network campaigns, etc.  

With regards the role of the European Union across borders in Africa, it should: 

• Providing funding for the development of strategies and programs which address 

poverty, inequality, and anti-corruption, as there is a link between organized crime, 

politics, and businesses (Iddrisu, 2020). Efforts should be increased, and new methods 

should be implemented. An example withdrawn from national recycling policies in 
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countries like the Netherlands and Switzerland would be to impose negative incentives 

such as fines, for the local population not or improperly recycling WEEE.  

• Encourage the development of African manufacturing industry. As a representative 

from Ghana’s Department of Factories Inspectorate (DFI) explains in Iddrisu (2020), 

the import of e-waste could be suppressing the development of local manufacturing.  In 

consequence, its development would reduce the dependence from them. 

• Encourage and ease the development of bilateral projects between EU companies 

and the African stakeholders (e.g. Battery Recycling Project between Bosch and 

stakeholders in Ghana (Bosch 2020 in Iddrisu, 2020). 

• Establish EU collection and recycling points in developing countries (Geeraerts et 

al., 2015), which provide locals with positive financial incentives for recycling, to 

facilitate e-waste returns to the EU. 

• Build capacity by providing trainings not only to inspectors, but also to the 

informal sector (Geeraerts et al., 2015). Representatives from Ghana Ports and 

Harbours Authority and the Ports Environmental Network in Africa have defined 

training as vital in fighting illegal e-waste imports (Iddrisu, 2020). This should include 

areas beyond the environmentally sound collection and recycling of e-waste, like 

“marketing, accounting and business” (Sovacool 2019, p.18).  

• Enhance the role of NGOs to raise awareness through education programmes 

(Rucevska et al., 2015). This is particularly important in countries such as Ghana, where 

65% of e-workers are uneducated and youthful, being the 98,3% of them below the age 

of 35 (Adanu et al., 2020). 
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Annex. Detailed Recommendations 
 
Concerning the role that the European Union shall take within its borders, there is a need to: 

• Integrate further legislation by expanding EU’s inspections and monitoring rules and 
establishing a minimum mandatory number to improve detection rates (Geeraerts et al., 2015). 
Furthermore, as Geeraerts et al. (2015) argue, fines and sections should be defined having 
environmental harm, rather than crime, as a frame. Therefore, the focus should be switched to 
activities on a thin line between legal and illegal (e.g., waste trades and transport actors), as e-
waste trafficking is driven by low risk of prosecution and sanctions and high economic gains 
(Colantoni et al., 2020).  
Moreover, the introduction of non-interpretable definitions are necessary to improve the 
efficacy of implementation and build an aligned prosecution system (Geeraerts et al., 2015). 
To achieve this, it is vital to foster cooperation across different jurisdictions (UNEP, 2015) 

• Provide Member States with the necessary training and resources to strengthen the 
operational capacity of authorities to detect and pursue investigations. Due to the nature of 
environmental crime, there is a constant need to gather intelligence and information (Spapens 
et al., 2014). In this way, to make resources more cost-effective, EnviCrimeNet (2015) 
proposed developing multi-agency cooperation at the national level between customs, police, 
environmental authorities, and prosecutors. 

• Impose providing data as an obligation to Member States, as one of the main challenges is 
the lack of reliable statistics and data (EnviCrimeNet, 2015). Therefore, it is necessary to create 
a unified platform with standard criteria and formula, which must be updated every term. The 
quality of data provided must be enhanced, as it has been reported to be poor, and many times 
logically invalid (Baldé et al., 2016). Thus, to ensure this information is accurate, auditing, 
monitoring and inspections should be conducted by European Union staff. 
Lastly, governments should provide statistics analysis on an enterprise level, by cooperating 
with ports, national statistical institutes, and customs offices (Baldé et al., 2016). 

• Digitalization of data across institutions to increase collaboration and improve the WEEE 
system (Iddrisu, 2020). Besides, it would also help tackle the collection rate of each Member 
State. For instance, GPS trackers could be put on shipping containers or located via satellites 
(BAN in Baldé et al., 2017) to ease tracking e-waste flows. 

• Establish confiscation measures and forfeiture of the products object of environmental 
crime in order to increase the perceived risks of undertaking the illegal action (Geeraerts et al., 
2015). 

• Increase customs controls at the external borders of the EU to guarantee that second-hand 
exports are not indeed WEEE (Geeraerts et al., 2015). Also, its capacity should be strengthened 
in order to determine whether Customs Export Declarations are registered in countries other 
than the place of export and conduct the necessary inspections (Rucevska et al., 2015). 
Moreover, it could also be strengthened by applying the UNODC-WCO Container Control 
Programme (CCP) or Green Customs Initiative (GCI) protocols (Rucevska et al., 2015). 

• Create incentives to encourage stricter policies on Reverse Logistics and Extended 
Producer Responsibility, so that they go beyond the collection, treatment, and recycling of 
equipment. As corporate bodies engage in environmental crime because of the profits entailed 
in it (Baird et al., 2014; Geeraerts et al., 2015), the EU could give a tax reduction or exemption 
for companies which, apart from applying these, make their products more sustainable and 
widen the options for reuse and repair.  

• Provide increased financial support for enforcement networks; industries which adopt a 
Circular Model or the 4R scheme (i.e., Reduce, Reuse, Remanufacture and Recycle); and 
programs which advance and invest in developing recycling techniques. 
Also, successful examples and best practices could be provided. For instance, the case of 
Fairphone, a Dutch company that creates phones with sustainable materials, designed to last 



 26 

longer and be easier to repair and dismantle. Also, they encourage consumers to send back their 
old phones and support the collection of scrap phones in Africa for safe recycling in Europe 
(Fairphone, n.d). 
In that sense, by using EU’s economic leverage, the correct enforcement of the WSR and the 
WEEE directives could be imposed as a requirement in order to get the Next Generation EU 
Funding.  

• Improve international police cooperation by increasing the budget and creating joint 
investigation teams with the objective of enhancing the capacity and enforcement authority of 
organizations like EUROPOL and Eurojust, in exchanging information, prosecuting, and 
recovering assets (Geeraerts et al., 2015). 

• Stronger Online Regulation, to combat illicit trading on social media sites and online markets 
(Iddrisu, 2020). 

• Recognise the role of criminal corporate organizations in environmental degradation and its 
effect on Green Deal Diplomacy. In order to fight criminal environmental offences committed 
by corporate organizations, reducing e-waste trafficking should be added as one of the aims to 
achieve in its EU Green Deal Diplomacy. Therefore, being included, it would enhance the main 
values of it, which are climate action, and sustainable industry (Lapierre et McDougall, 2021). 

• Enhance the role of civil societies like non-governmental organizations (NGOs), as 
Rucevska et al. (2015) explain, they play a key role in raising public awareness of the links 
between e-waste export and its impact and involvement with other crimes. To do this, the EU 
should promote the impartation of free seminars, compulsory courses on schools, the creation 
of social network campaigns, etc. By giving e-waste trafficking higher visibility, political 
commitment to tackle it should also increase.   

With regards the role of the European Union across borders in Africa, it should: 

• Providing funding and helping develop programmes which address poverty, inequality, and 
anti-corruption, as there is a link between organized crime, politics, and businesses (Iddrisu, 
2020). 

• Encourage the development of African manufacturing industry, in order to break one of 
the drivers of illegal e-waste, the digital divide. As a representative from Ghana’s Department 
of Factories Inspectorate (DFI) explains in Iddrisu (2020), the import of e-waste could be 
suppressing the development of local manufacturing.  In consequence, its development would 
reduce the dependence from them. 

• Provide funding for the development of strategies to make the e-waste recycling formal 
sector more efficient and allow their independence and development from the government. As 
a mode of example, we have the case of Ghana, which, since the launch of ‘E-MAGIN Ghana’ 
in 2018, has significantly improved its e-waste management (E-MAGIN Ghana, n.d.). In this 
line, efforts should be increased, and new methods should be implemented. An example 
withdrawn from national recycling policies in countries like the Netherlands and Switzerland 
would be to impose negative incentives such as fines, for the local population not or improperly 
recycling WEEE.  

• Encourage and ease the development of bilateral projects between EU companies and the 
African stakeholders. For instance, Bosch Global, a German company, express its commitment 
to lead a battery recycling project in collaboration with key stakeholders in Ghana (Bosh 2020 
in Iddrisu 2020). 

• Increase e-waste collection, recycling, and reuse by establishing EU collection and 
recycling points in developing countries (Geeraerts et al. 2015), which provide locals with 
positive financial incentives for recycling. In turn, this would facilitate e-waste to be returned 
to the EU. 

• Deploy joint investigation teams to conduct regular monitoring and inspections (Geeraerts 
et al., 2015) 

• Build capacity by providing trainings not only to inspectors, but also to the informal 
sector (Geeraerts et al., 2015). Representatives from Ghana Ports and Harbours Authority and 
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the Ports Environmental Network in Africa have defined training as vital in fighting illegal e-
waste imports (Iddrisu, 2020). This should include areas beyond the environmentally sound 
collection and recycling of e-waste, like “marketing, accounting and business” (Sovacool, 
2019; p.18).  

• Enhance the role of NGOs to raise awareness through education programmes which 
emphasise human health and environmental problems associated with uncontrolled import of 
e-waste (Rucevska et al., 2015). This is particularly important in countries such as Ghana, 
where 65% of e-workers are uneducated and youthful, being the 98,3% of them below the age 
of 35 (Adanu et al., 2020). 

 


