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Social repercussions of e-waste management in
India: a study of three informal recycling sites in
Delhi

POOJA PANDEY AND MADHAV GOVIND®

Centre for Studies in Science Policy, School of Social Sciences, Jawaharlal Nehru University,
New Delhi 110067, India

The informal sector in India processes more than 90% of e-waste, using rudimentary techniques
and unskilled workers. In contravention of the E-waste (Management and Handling) Rules 2011, a
large number of informal units are carrying out the processing of e-wastes in Delhi. This paper
analyses the process of e-waste management in the informal sector and throws light on the working
and living conditions of workers at some dismantling sites in Delhi. On the basis of unstructured
interviews with e-waste workers, the paper articulates their risk perception and highlights the eco-
nomics of e-wastes recycling in the informal sector. Given the harmful effects of e-wastes and the
involvement of a large number of people, the paper underlines the need for changes in application
of the law to recognize the rights of the workers and to strengthen safety provisions for them.
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1. Introduction

The widespread availability of electrical and electronic goods has created unintended con-
sequences of obsolete and discarded products or e-wastes that have become a serious envi-
ronmental issue in the developing countries [1,2]. Because there are inadequate
infrastructure and a weak regulatory framework, a large chunk of e-waste recycling is tak-
ing place in the informal sector in India [3—5] and workers are the worst victims as they
are exposed to dust, fumes and vapours of toxic substances emanating during crude recy-
cling operations [6, p. 6]. Similar problems have been also reported from the ship breaking
activities at Alang—Sosiya yard in Gujarat where besides the physical injuries like cuts and
burns, the workers were also found to be suffering from headache, skin problems, respira-
tory diseases, malaria and viral fever as they were required to work in the dust and
smoke-laden environment [7-9].

Despite the high risks associated with e-waste recycling, Delhi, India’s capital, is emerg-
ing as the world capital for e-waste recycling without an effective regulatory framework. As
stated in a government report, there are at least 20 locations in Delhi such as Mayapuri,
Turkman Gate, Wazirabad, Mandoli, Kirti Nagar, Seelampur, Shastri Park, Welcome
(Gandhi nagar) and Mustafabab where informal e-waste recycling is going on [10]. The
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