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Cell phone disposal 

 Cell phones have evolved over the years from a basic phone to make and receive calls to 

the minicomputer that they are today. As technology has advanced, cell phones have been able to 

contain more and more features and memory than ever before.  

 One of the biggest negative effects of constant advancements in cell phones is the rate 

that the average person keeps their current phone before they upgrade to a newer phone, which 

ends up being under a year. “When they replace it, they decide whether to recycle it or send it to 

a landfill or incinerator where toxic substances can get into the soil, water and air” (Jones, 2012, 

para. 8).    

As shown in Figure 1 below, only 10% of cell phones are recycled, which means that 

90% of the metals and chemicals used to create cell phones are either sitting in someone’s 

drawer at home, or in a landfill, leaching into the air and soil.  

 

Figure 1 Source: http://www.greeniacs.com/GreeniacsArticles/Consumer-Products/Cell-Phones-and-the-
Environment.html 
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Mitigation Strategy 

 The contents of a cell phone include “hazardous flame retardants, PVC, bromine, and 

heavy metals such as lead, mercury, tin, cadmium, and chromium;” (Waste in the Wireless 

World, n.d. para. 1) these metals are considered persistent toxins, which means they continue to 

stay in the environment they are in for extended periods of time without breaking down on their 

own. If the metals leach into the soil, they will absorb into plants that are eaten by humans and 

animals, and have been linked to increased health issues and developmental abnormalities. 

(Waste in the Wireless World, n.d.) The only way to reduce these chemicals from ending up in 

the environment is by using safe and efficient recycling methods.   

Other Strategies: Give or Donate 

            One of the ways to recycle a cell phone would be to give the old phone to someone who 

needs a phone, like a family member or coworker, or even donating it to a cause for reuse. 

Nonprofit Secure the Call has a single mission – to collect and convert as many old cell phones 

as they can get into 911 call phones to distribute to abuse victims so they can call for help when 

they need it. (About Us, n.d.)  

 Cell Phones for Soldiers will also accept donated phones, which provide free talk 

time to soldiers who may otherwise not be able to contact their loved ones back home while they 

are serving their time in the military. (About Us – Cell Phones for Soldiers, n.d.) 

Other Strategies: Resell 

           Reselling is another viable option, and one that may be more appealing to those that like 

the idea of getting a monetary return for their used phone. Consumers can choose to sell their 

phones themselves using sites like Amazon Marketplace or EBay, or they can choose to sell it to 

a company like Gazelle. Answering a couple of questions about the phone will create an offer, 
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and if they user accepts, they mail in their phone and then get their money back via Paypal or 

select gift cards. They will then refurbish and resell the phones. (How Does Gazelle Work?, n.d.) 

Consumers also have the option to trade in their old cell phone which will provide them a credit 

towards their upgraded phone. 

Other Strategies: Recycle 

            For all other phones that are past their prime and are no longer able to be used, proper 

recycling is the key to ensure that the toxins inside don’t end up in the environment. 

MobileMuster, the only nonprofit government accredited mobile phone recycling program in 

Australia, recycles every part of the phones and reuses their components to make new products, 

as shown in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2 Source: http://www.mobilemuster.com.au/learn-about-recycling/ 
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Belgium company Umicore melts down the valuable metals in the phones and recycles the rest; 

they have such an impressive cleaning and filtration system that they easily pass the European 

Union’s air quality standards. (Mooallem, 2008)  

While it would be wonderful to have these types of recycling options in use here in the 

U.S., consumers on all levels should make an effort to ensure that all old phones are at the very 

least recycled to be sent to companies like MobileMusters and Umicore so that the safest 

recycling measures can be taken to help protect our environment. 
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