
 

 

Mobile Phones  
 

Mobile Phones have fast become one of life’s most important 
communication tools. With new technological advances encouraging 
regular upgrades, mobile phones are rapidly becoming a major waste 
problem. They contain toxic materials which can harm the environment. 
 

The Problem 
The Issue 
 

More than 2.17 billion people around the 
world currently use mobile phones, and 
that figure is growing.
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The Australian Bureau of Statistics 
figures show that more than in 1998, 
40% of households had a mobile phone, 
and by 2002 almost 75% of households 
had a mobile phone.
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Over eighteen million people in Australia 
use mobile phones and upgrade them 
regularly. This is a new and significant 
waste stream which needs to be 
addressed. 

 
Why it’s a problem 
 

Many components of mobile phones are 
considered toxic and are not 
biodegradable. Some of the highly toxic 
elements contained in a single mobile 
phone can include:  
 

Antimony                   Lead 
Arsenic                      Lithium 
Beryllium                   Manganese 
Cadmium                  Mercury 
Copper                      Nickel 
Flame Retardant       Zinc 
 

These can cause a variety of serious 
health issues in humans if released into 
the environment.  
 

Poisonous substances which leach from 
decomposing waste in landfills can seep 
into groundwater, contaminate the soil 
and enter the food chain.  
 

Health problems in humans caused by 
exposure to these toxins include 
respiratory ailments, reproductive, 
developmental and nervous system 
problems. 
 

It is essential that these millions of 
unwanted phones do not end up in 
landfill. 
 

It is also important to realise that mobile 
phones are just one of the electronic 
items creating a significant e-waste 
problem in Australia and around the 
World.  

  E Waste: a growing problem 
 

E Waste is a waste type consisting of any 
broken or unwanted electrical or 
electronic appliance.  
 
It has been estimated that in 2006, there 
were around 1.6 million computers 
disposed of in Australian landfills, another 
1.8 million in storage (in addition to the 
5.3 million already gathering dust in 
garages and other storage areas) and half 
a million recycled, according to the 
"Advancing Australia" report from the 
Department of Communications, 
Information Technology and the Arts.
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E-waste in Australia is estimated to be 
growing at more than three times the rate 
of general municipal waste. The total 
amount of waste Australians generated 
increased from 22.7 million tonnes in 
1996-7 to 32.4 million tonnes in 2002-3, of 
which just over one-quarter was municipal 
waste.
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The Solution 
 

Re-use and Recycling 
 
Recycling mobile phones is easy and 
anyone can get involved. We can all admit 
to hoarding our electronic equipment in 
the hope that one day we may need it 
again, especially mobile phones.  
 
Instead of letting your old mobile phones 
sit around, waiting to be sent to landfill, 
return them through Clean Up Mobile 
Phones for re-use and recycling.  
 
Re-use is the most important part of the 
solution. In re-using a mobile phone, you 
avoid the need for a new one to be 
produced – which overall has the best 
environmental benefit.  
 
Recycling is important where phones 
cannot be re-used as the components or 
substances of the phone can be 
recovered. 
 
Please see information overleaf on the 
Clean Up Mobile Phones Campaign.  

 

Did you know? 
 
� Australian Industry figures show 

that 8 million new mobile phones 
were sold in 2006/7, superseding 

5.3 million existing handsets.
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� The average Australian typically 
upgrades their mobile phone every 

12-18 months.
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� Mobile phones contain a cocktail 

of highly toxic elements such as 
cadmium, arsenic and lead. 
 

� There are an estimated 12 to 16 

million mobile phone handsets 

lying around unused.
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� Only 3% of all mobile phones 

sold in Australia are currently 

being recycled.
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What can I do? 
 

Clean Up Mobile Phones 
is a Clean Up Australia campaign 
to recycle phones for re-use and 
recovery of materials. 
 
It’s easy to return your unwanted 
mobile phones.  
 
You can also organise a collection 
in your community, business, 
university or school. 
 
See the information overleaf on 
how easy it is to get involved in 
Clean Up Mobile Phones. 



 

 

 
 Clean Up Mobile Phones  

 

Clean Up Mobile Phones is a campaign run by Clean Up Australia in 
partnership with Aussie Recycling Program to make it easy for the 
community to return their unwanted mobile phones for an environmental 
benefit.   

 
 

The Campaign 
 

Clean Up Australia is committed to 
reducing electronic waste, including 
mobile phones, in the environment. 

 
How do I get involved?  
 

Anyone can get involved in Clean Up 
Mobile Phones – whether you are an 
individual, community, business, school, 
university, government or environment 
group – Clean Up makes it easy to 
return your unwanted phones.  
 

Clean Up Mobile Phones  allows 
you to return your old mobile phones for 
recycling through two different methods: 
 

 

1. Individual Collection  
 

Individuals can return old mobile phones 
simply by requesting a Clean Up Mobile 
Phones Recycling Satchel.  
 
You can put your mobile phone and 
battery in the satchel following the 
guidelines and put it in an Australia Post 
Box for return to our recycling partner: 
Aussie Recycling Program.  
 

You can request up to 10 satchels for 
free by emailing your details to 
mobilephones@cleanup.com.au  
 

2. Organising a Large   
    Collection 
 

Organising a larger collection is a great 
way to raise awareness of e-waste and 
environmental issues among staff or 
members of an organisation. It is also a 
simple and practical way for employees 
to contribute in a positive way to the 
environment. 
 

For more information about how this 
works and how you can register as a 
Clean Up Mobile Phones Supporter, 
please go the Mobile Phones section of 
our website at www.cleanup.com.au  
 
 
This campaign also provides valuable 
funding to Clean Up Australia. For each 
phone returned we receive a donation. 
This money goes directly toward funding 
Clean Up Australia’s campaigns to clean 
up, fix up and conserve the environment.  

 

 Once returned to our recycling partner, 

Aussie Recycling Program,
3
 the phones 

which are not too old or damaged are 
cleaned and repaired. They are then sent 
overseas for resale in developing 
countries. This helps to provide affordable 
access to telecommunications. 
 

All other mobile phones are sent to 

electronic recyclers MRI
4
 for the 

components to be separated and 
recycled.  
 
Mobile Phones and Climate Change 
 

The energy and raw materials used to 
produce millions of new mobile phones 
every year contributes significantly to CO2 
emissions and global warming.  
 

By re-using items such as mobile phones, 
you have avoided the need to produce a 
new one, which in turn generates savings 
in energy use, water use and greenhouse 
gas emissions.  
 

The Future of Mobile Phone Waste 
 

There is much work being done on the 
international stage to curb the growing e-
waste problem. The Basel Convention on 
the Control of Transboundary Movements 
of Hazardous Wastes and their Disposal 
is the most comprehensive global 
environmental agreement on hazardous 

and other wastes.
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There is also the Mobile Phone 

Partnership Initiative
8
 attached to this and 

the WEEE Directive
9
 which requires the 

substitution of various heavy metals (lead, 
mercury, cadmium, and brominated flame 
retardants) in new electrical and 
electronic equipment put on the market 
from 1 July 2006.  
 

In the near future, technological advances 
will also help. One example being 
developed by Sanyo is an alternative to 
the LCD display screen which is based on 
organic light-emitting diodes. This is a 
much simpler technology than LCD and 
would be cheaper, contain no mercury, be 
lightweight and less energy intensive to 
produce.  
 

With the scale of the problem increasing 
exponentially, mobile phones and e-waste 
need to be a priority for Australian 
governments in addressing waste 
concerns. 
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