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Introduction 
Waste in general presents two faces of the challenge 
of an unsustainable environment. One, it repre-
sents the endless extraction and use of resources 
in a world that is defined by the finite availability of  
resources. The second is that as we dispose of more 
and more waste, we use up scarce land resources 
for landfills, pollute the environment and create 
health hazards. 

One way to minimise waste is to reduce the con-
sumption of waste-producing products. Another is 
to ensure that waste is biodegradable. A third is to 
move towards the reuse and recycling of the waste. 
This is what has come to be known as the circular 
economy. 

Sustainable development in a world threatened 
by climate change and environmental pollution  
requires embracing the circular economy. Through a 
survey, this report looks at the state of management 
of e-waste in Nigeria, and finds both gaps in legisla-
tion and limited public awareness of the problem of 
discarding old electronics.

Conceptualising e-waste in Nigeria
The International Telecommunication Union defines 
e-waste as “items of all types of electrical and elec-
tronic equipment (EEE) and its parts that have been 
discarded by the owner as waste.”1 This definition 
was adapted in Nigeria’s solid waste policy.2 

There are three sources of e-waste in Nigeria. 
The first is the growing quantity of obsolete equip-
ment and devices. Recently this has increased with 
the importation of second-hand devices, as more 
and more people cannot afford new ones. The 

1 ITU. (2018). Handbook for the development of a policy 
framework on ICT/e-waste. https://www.itu.int/
pub/D-GEN-E_WASTE.02-2018

2 Isa, A. (2014). Update on E-Waste Management in Nigeria. 
Presentation made at the 4th Annual Meeting of the International 
E-Waste Management Network (IEMN), Hanoi, Vietnam, 14-17 
July. https://19january2017snapshot.epa.gov/sites/production/
files/2014-08/documents/nigeria_country_presentation.pdf  

share of second-hand electronic devices is signifi-
cantly increasing in the country. In 2010, the share  
between new and used devices was about 50/50.3 
The increase in second-hand devices is driven by 
low purchasing power and poverty.

The second source is the illegal importation of 
e-waste. While the importation of hazardous waste 
in general is illegal, there have been instances of 
this happening. In 1988, Italy shipped 18,000 barrels 
of toxic waste to a village in Delta State.4 In 2013, a 
ship (MV Marivia) with two containers of e-waste was 
detained.5 Such importation takes place across the 
country’s ports and is able to happen because of cor-
ruption in the port system – it only gets exposed due 
to some disagreement or action of whistleblowers. 
In this context, it is difficult to estimate the amount 
of e-waste that gets into the country. In addition, 
about 30% of second-hand imports were estimated  
to be non-functioning (and therefore needed to 
be declared e-waste). The United Nations Environ-
ment Programme (UNEP) estimated that in 2010 at 
least 100,000 tonnes of e-waste entered the coun-
try illegally.6 The UNEP survey also found that large 
quantities of used EEE are imported with used cars.7 

A third contributor to e-waste in Nigeria is 
the local assembly of electronic goods. There are 
broadly three types of assemblers. The first are 
those who assemble items like refrigerators, radios, 
etc. The second ones who came to the scene in the 
1990s are assembling computers. These are rela-
tively large-scale organisations producing their own 
brand of computers. The last category consists of 
small-scale assemblers of non-branded computers. 
What is common to all the three is that they import 
completely knocked down parts and assemble the 
goods and devices in the country.

3 Ogungbuyi, O., Nnorom, I. C., Osibanjo, O., & Schluep, M. (2012). 
e-Waste Country Assessment Nigeria. United Nations Environment 
Programme. http://www.basel.int/Portals/4/Basel%20
Convention/docs/eWaste/EwasteAfrica_Nigeria-Assessment.pdf

4 Lawal, O. (2019, 15 February). Nigeria has become an e-waste 
dumpsite for Europe, US and Asia. TRT World. https://www.trtworld.
com/magazine/nigeria-has-become-an-e-waste-dumpsite-for-europe-
us-and-asia-24197

5 Isa, A. (2014). Op. cit. 
6 Ogungbuyi, O., Nnorom, I. C., Osibanjo, O., & Schluep, M. (2012). 

Op. cit.
7 Ibid.

https://www.itu.int/pub/D-GEN-E_WASTE.02-2018
https://www.itu.int/pub/D-GEN-E_WASTE.02-2018
https://19january2017snapshot.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2014-08/documents/nigeria_country_presentation.pdf
https://19january2017snapshot.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2014-08/documents/nigeria_country_presentation.pdf
https://timeline.com/koko-nigeria-italy-toxic-waste-159a6487b5aa
http://www.basel.int/Portals/4/Basel%20Convention/docs/eWaste/EwasteAfrica_Nigeria-Assessment.pdf
http://www.basel.int/Portals/4/Basel%20Convention/docs/eWaste/EwasteAfrica_Nigeria-Assessment.pdf
https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/nigeria-has-become-an-e-waste-dumpsite-for-europe-us-and-asia-24197
https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/nigeria-has-become-an-e-waste-dumpsite-for-europe-us-and-asia-24197
https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/nigeria-has-become-an-e-waste-dumpsite-for-europe-us-and-asia-24197
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The policy and regulatory environment 
Under the Nigerian constitution, matters dealing 
with the environment are listed under the con-
current list, meaning that both state and federal 
governments can make laws in the sector. Within  
this context, the apex body for regulating the  
environment is the Federal Ministry of Environment. 
State governments also have a ministry in charge of 
the environment. 

The National Environmental Standards and Reg-
ulations Enforcement Agency (NESREA), an agency 
of the Ministry of Environment, was established by 
law in 2007 with responsibility “for the enforcement 
of environmental standards, regulations, rules, laws 
policies and guidelines.”8 In 2011, the government 
approved the National Environmental (Electrical/
Electronic Sector) Regulations as the key tool gov-
erning electrical and electronic waste in the country. 

In addition, there are three existing laws, namely: 

• The Environmental Impact Assessment Act Cap 
E12 LFN 2004 

• Harmful Waste (Special Criminal Provisions) Act 
Cap HI, 1988 and updated in 2004 

• Guide for Importers of Used Electrical Electron-
ics and Equipment (UEEE) into Nigeria.

The NESREA has broad and extensive powers which 
“mandate the Agency to enforce compliance with 
the provisions of international agreements, proto-
cols, conventions and treaties on the environment 
and such other agreement as may from time to time 
come into force.”9 Yet, there are both a lacuna and 
poor enforcement. The lacuna has provided for other 
agencies to step in to jointly make the environment 
safe. One of these is the telecommunications reg-
ulator, the Nigeria Communications Commission 
(NCC). A report of public enquiry by the NCC con-
cludes that “though NESREA is saddled with the 
responsibility of setting and enforcing standards for 
environmental protection in Nigeria, there is noth-
ing under its establishing Act that suggests that it 
is the only agency or government institution with 
mandate on the legal regimes on matters related to 
the environmental and public safety.”10 It therefore 
argues that it had a window to “to make regulations 

8 Ladan, M. T. (2012). Review of NESREA Act 2007 and Regulations 
2009-2011: A New Dawn in Environmental Compliance and 
Enforcement in Nigeria. Law, Environment and Development 
Journal, 8(1). http://www.lead-journal.org/content/12116.pdf

9 Nigerian Communications Commission. (2019). Report of the Public 
Inquiry on the Nigerian Communications E-Waste Regulations and 
Disaster Recovery Guidelines. https://www.ncc.gov.ng/
documents/827-legal-reports-public-inquiries-e-waste-disaster-
recovery/file

10 Ibid. 

on matters related to e-waste and other related  
issues, pursuant to the provisions of Sections 4, 70, 
132 to be in conjunction with Sections 130 and 134 
of the Nigerian Communications Act, 2003.”11 The 
telecommunications sector, by the fact of the mas-
sive importation of second-hand and new handsets 
to the country, is a major contributor to e-waste. 
The Nigerian Communications Act,12 developed by 
the NCC, requires that mobile equipment imported 
into the country is type tested and approved before 
being accepted to ensure it is functional. 

Responses by stakeholders 
With respect to the policy and regulatory environ-
ment, two things need to be mentioned. The first is 
that there are too many actors in the field with poor 
enforcement records and lack of coordination. Sec-
ond, there are a number of weaknesses in the policy 
framework. For example, there are no clear provi-
sions on disposal site specification. As a result, with 
the exclusion of Lagos, no state has designated  
sites for dumping refuse. 

There are three responses to the challenges 
of waste in general. The first is led by international 
agencies such as UNEP and the UN Development 
Programme (UNDP), which try to get the government 
to deal with the problem of the poor management 
of waste in the country, something that is seen as 
a key hindrance to achieving the country’s Sus-
tainable Development Goal (SDG) targets with 
respect to a sustainable environment. The second is  
entrepreneurship-related, focusing on creating jobs. 
Many young people have set up different business 
models in the waste management chain, with the 
broad focus of turning trash to wealth. Because re-
cycling plastics is much easier and equipment which 
is manufactured cheaper, a large number of plastics 
recycling initiatives in key industrial cities such as  
Lagos and Kano have been set up. The third response, 
given flip by the COVID-19 pandemic, is focused on 
health hazards. It is primarily aimed at the removal 
of wastes from cities and densely populated areas. 

There are three organisations that are critical 
to the e-waste. One is the Recyclers Association of 
Nigeria (RAN), which is “an umbrella body of indige-
nous enterprises registered in Nigeria with activities 
that promote Waste Recycling.”13 It was established 
in 2018 and is actively promoting recycling as a 
business. The second body is the Scrap Dealers  
Association of Nigeria (SDAN), which was 

11 Ibid.
12 https://ncc.gov.ng/documents/128-nigerian-communications-

act-2003/ file
13 https://twitter.com/ranigeria?lang=en

http://www.lead-journal.org/content/12116.pdf
https://www.ncc.gov.ng/documents/827-legal-reports-public-inquiries-e-waste-disaster-recovery/file
https://www.ncc.gov.ng/documents/827-legal-reports-public-inquiries-e-waste-disaster-recovery/file
https://www.ncc.gov.ng/documents/827-legal-reports-public-inquiries-e-waste-disaster-recovery/file
https://globalrec.org/organization/scrap-dealers-association-of-nigeria-sdan/
https://globalrec.org/organization/scrap-dealers-association-of-nigeria-sdan/
https://ncc.gov.ng/documents/128-nigerian-communications-act-2003/file
https://ncc.gov.ng/documents/128-nigerian-communications-act-2003/file
https://twitter.com/ranigeria?lang=en
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established in 2005 with a vision “to build and 
own a recycling plant where the waste pickers can 
sell their metal waste.”14 The third, which is the 
youngest, is the E-waste Producers Responsibility 
Organization (EPRON), a multistakeholder platform 
supported by government as part of a USD 15-mil-
lion initiative by the Global Environment Facility.15

The situation as sampled 
We obtained a total of 202 questionnaire returns 
from four locations, as shown in Table 1. 

The sectors that the respondents belonged to 
are categorised in Table 2.  

Overall, a significant percentage (35.0%) said 
they preferred donating e-waste for reuse, followed 
by recycling (21.5%). As Figure 1 shows, however, a 
noticeable percentage said they preferred discard-
ing their devices in a landfill, suggesting a relatively 
low awareness of the hazards of discarding e-waste 
in this way.

However, in terms of current disposal methods 
(Figure 2), despite a desire to donate old technology 
for reuse, and to recycle e-waste, discarding devices 
in the trash is the most common method of dispos-
al (36.4%). Fewer respondents said they actually  
donated their devices for reuse (29.8%).

As for what method they would prefer in the  
future, recycling (50.5%) came out on top, followed 
by donation for reuse (38.3), as shown in Figure 3.

Predominantly, respondents said they dumped 
e-waste in sites provided by the government 
(69.9%). This is, however, unlikely to be the case, 
given that the government has not allocated land for 
this purpose. In view of this, we suspect that the re-
spondents simply assumed they were disposing of 
their e-waste on government-allocated land. 

14 https://globalrec.org/organization/
scrap-dealers-association-of-nigeria-sdan

15 Global Environment Facility. (2019, 19 June). Nigeria turns 
the tide on electronic waste. https://www.thegef.org/news/
nigeria-turns-tide-electronic-waste

FIGURE 1. 

What method(s) of disposal do you prefer?

TABLE 2.

Categories of respondents

Organisation Number

Government 59

Private sector 97

Civil society organisations 12

Individuals 34

Total 202

TABLE 1.

Questionnaire returns for the four different 
locations

Town State Sample size 

Abuja FCT 24

Bauchi Bauchi 66

Dtuse Jigawa 47

Kano Kano 65

FIGURE 2. 

How do you dispose the old devices/spoiled  
or damaged items above?

https://www.thegef.org/
https://globalrec.org/organization/scrap-dealers-association-of-nigeria-sdan/
https://globalrec.org/organization/scrap-dealers-association-of-nigeria-sdan/
https://www.thegef.org/
https://www.thegef.org/news/nigeria-turns-tide-electronic-waste
https://www.thegef.org/news/nigeria-turns-tide-electronic-waste
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FIGURE 3. 

Which method will best suit your organisation 
to use in future?

FIGURE 4. 

How did you decide on the disposal site?

Predominantly, respondents also said safety 
(41.2%) was a key consideration in deciding their 
disposal strategy (see Figure 5). 

This was also a somewhat contradictory find-
ing, given that many (38.8%) said they were not 
aware of any negative consequences of disposing of 
e-waste. This is not surprising, as there is in general 
little evidence of public complaints about e-waste 
dumping and its consequences in Nigeria. 

Similarly, a majority of respondents (38.8%) 
said they have not noticed any problem caused by 
their disposal methods. To further probe this issue, 
we asked whether they had received complaints. 
Few indicated that they had. As Figure 8 and Figure 
9 show, even if they did receive complaints, few 
took any action (10.3%).

The majority of the respondents (52.6%) from 
Kano, Jigawa and Abuja had no disposal policy for 

e-waste (see Figure 10). However, in Jigawa State, 
there was a slight shift evident, with the majority 
(55.8%) saying they have disposal policies. Among 
those who had no policy, a large proportion (46.2%) 
indicated that they are considering developing  
internal disposal policies.

Figure 10 shows that the majority of the 
respondents (56.5%) were unaware of the National 
Solid Waste Disposal Policy16 in all of the locations 
except Jigawa, where most said they were aware. 
There seems therefore to be a correlation between 
having an internal policy and awareness of the 
national policy. From the findings, it can be deduced 

16 This policy is embedded in the National Environmental Standards 
and Regulations Enforcement Agency (Establishment) Act, 
2007, available at: https://www.nesrea.gov.ng/wp-content/
uploads/2020/04/NESREA-ACT.pdf

FIGURE 5. 

What determines your disposal method?

FIGURE 6. 

Are you aware of any consequences  
of e-waste disposal?

https://www.nesrea.gov.ng/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/NESREA-ACT.pdf
https://www.nesrea.gov.ng/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/NESREA-ACT.pdf
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FIGURE 7. 

Has anyone complained about your disposal?

FIGURE 8. 

Did the complaint require you taking any action?

that there is low awareness about the national 
policy on solid waste under which e-waste is 
regulated. There is also an aspiration to develop 
internal waste disposal policies and to embrace 
recycling. In the meantime, there is low awareness 
about the hazardous nature of e-waste among both 
the disposers and the public. While the majority of 
disposers said safety was key in determining how 
they dispose of e-waste, they are largely unaware 
of any problem caused by their disposal.

It would seem that given the way in which 
dumping sites have sprouted in Nigeria and the 
pervasive importation of e-waste (250 million used 
computers are brought into the country monthly),17 
there is weak enforcement of regulatory laws. 

17 Lawal, O. (2019, 15 February). Op. cit.

FIGURE 9. 

If yes, did you take any action?

No
Yes
Not sure

FIGURE 10. 

Does your organisation have any disposal policy?

No
Yes
Not sure

FIGURE 11. 

Are you aware of any consequences  
of e-waste disposal?

No
Yes
Not sure
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Conclusion
From the survey, on average, users discard a min-
imum of five to ten items of electronic waste per 
year. When projected upon the population of  
Nigeria, which at the moment is about 200 million 
people, the generation of e-waste in the country is 
staggering. There are laws to regulate but enforce-
ment is weak. It is weak because there is corruption 
in the import chain as well as a lack of the necessary 
infrastructure for recycling. There is also very low 
awareness among both users and producers about 
laws regulating e-waste in the country. 

On the positive side, there is a growing con-
sciousness about recycling, as most users prefer 
to donate their waste for either reuse or recycling. 
There is increasing activism about recycling, but 
much of it is about plastic waste. The reason, as one 
of the recyclers told us, is that “the equipment for 
recycling e-waste is very costly.”18 At the moment, 
only one company, Hinckley Recycling,19 based in 
Lagos, has facilities for recycling e-waste. 

The NESREA has proposed a number 
of measures to tighten control, such as the 
establishment of a national e-registry of 
e-waste recyclers, as well as recycling facilities. 
However, there is no serious effort to embrace 
recycling as a major strategy for a sustainable 
environment. There is also hardly any discussion 
about the circular economy within government. 
Nigeria is a member of the International 
Telecommunication Union (ITU), but it has not  

18 Interview with Salisu Abdullahi, CEO, eTrash, Kano, 13 July 2020.
19 Thomas-Odia, I. (2018, 12 February). Firm sets up e-waste recycling 

facility in Lagos. The Guardian. https://guardian.ng/property/
firm-sets-up-e-waste-recycling-facility-in-lagos

taken measures to implement the decisions of the 
ITU Plenipotentiary Conference in 2018 with respect  
to reaching a global target of 30% of e-waste  
being recycled by 2023, and 50% of countries  
having e-waste legislation by the same date.20 

The future will be decided by two develop-
ments. On the one hand, there are already many 
actors who are seeing a niche in the recycling sec-
tor and aggressively pursuing it; on the other hand, 
increasing environmental concern among the pub-
lic should catalyse citizen action to reclaim a clean 
environment by demanding that the government 
makes sure that e-waste is safely removed from 
communities.

Action steps
The following action steps are needed to tackle the 
problem of e-waste in Nigeria: 

• There is a need for the government to take the 
issue of the circular economy seriously. It can do 
this through a review of the country’s e-waste 
policy so that it makes clear provisions for recy-
cling, and encourages new recycling initiatives 
in the market through incentives. 

• Secondly, as a corollary to the above, the 
government needs to designate specialised 
sites for the disposal of e-waste. This would 
help in terms of enforcement and compliance. It 
would also assist e-waste recyclers who will be 
able to collect from designated sites rather than 
general-purpose dumping areas. 

20 https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/backgrounders/Pages/e-
waste.aspx

https://guardian.ng/property/firm-sets-up-e-waste-recycling-facility-in-lagos/
https://guardian.ng/property/firm-sets-up-e-waste-recycling-facility-in-lagos/
https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/backgrounders/Pages/e-waste.aspx
https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/backgrounders/Pages/e-waste.aspx
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The world is facing an unprecedented climate and environmental 
emergency. Scientists have identified human activity as primarily 
responsible for the climate crisis, which together with rampant 
environmental pollution, and the unbridled activities of the extractive 
and agricultural industries, pose a direct threat to the sustainability of 
life on this planet. 

This edition of Global Information Society Watch (GISWatch) seeks to 
understand the constructive role that technology can play in confronting 
the crises. It disrupts the normative understanding of technology being 
an easy panacea to the planet’s environmental challenges and suggests 
that a nuanced and contextual use of technology is necessary for real 
sustainability to be achieved. A series of thematic reports frame different 
aspects of the relationship between digital technology and environmental 
sustainability from a human rights and social justice perspective, while 
46 country and regional reports explore the diverse frontiers where 
technology meets the needs of both the environment and communities, 
and where technology itself becomes a challenge to a sustainable future. 


