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Abstract of Presentation

Many products, contain hazardous substances which cause harm both during the process of their manufacture as well as their disposal or recycling. Little information is provided either to workers or consumers about these hazards. Alongside, with the increased globalization of the supply chain of products, the challenges of managing hazardous substances in articles and products have surmounted. For example computer components are often manufactured in the Global South, assembled in multiple locations in different countries, used in domestic as well as international markets and disposed off both domestically as well as in developing countries. Similarly products like toys, jewellery, mercury thermometers and paints are produced in China and India and marketed in Africa, Europe and US, amongst other countries. 

Many of these products have hazardous chemicals, such as lead, cadmium, flame retardants and mercury in them. There is almost no information available to those who come in contact with the articles and products throughout the life cycle. Hence workers in Asia could be exposed to chemicals used during the manufacture of electronics, which expose repair personnel in Europe, recycling workers in Africa, or consumers everywhere. 

Exposure can lead to both short term impacts, such as illness or respiratory disorders or longer term or intergenerational impacts through low dose exposures. Some of the impacts are permanent, such as the impacts on the IQ of children through exposures to lead.  For example it is common for poor children to play with cheap soft toys which leach out the most lead. In developing countries, there is a almost complete lack of data on such exposures, since there is little focus or capacity to recognize, diagnose or track such impacts. 

Environmentally too the impacts are on soil, air and water. Backyard recycling of electronics in developing countries  leads to strong acids, noxious fumes and other emissions being released. Often landfills are land-dumps and leach toxics into the groundwater. Some of this finds its way back to food and water through agricultural as well as water systems, and there is no screening of such chemicals at any stage.

It is clear that there is a high vulnerability, of large populations in developing countries. Since there is no information available to them, or accessible in a form which is usable, there is little capacity to make decisions. 

