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A tour de Eforce: Seeing where our recycled stuff goes
by JENNIFER REED

During the last Weird Waste day, organized by GRINCH (Green in Chestnut Hill), many people who 
brought their televisions and computers asked, “Where will it all go?” and “What happens to it now?” 
Good questions from informed citizens who wanted to make sure that their items were going to be 
recycled properly, having paid a good chunk of money to do so.

GRINCH hired an electronics recycler with a good reputation, and in turn told people that their 
electronics would be hand dismantled, and that not one piece would end up in China. But afterward, 
some members of GRINCH and I started to question our blind faith in an industry that can be nefarious 
in its business practices. 

The video I mentioned in my last article, “Ghana: Digital Dumping Ground” is a case in point. This 
Frontline exposé tracks a computer monitor that graduate students of the University of British Columbia 
give to a recycler who tells them, “This will all be dealt with safely and locally.” 

They begin their journey by filming their monitor being loaded into a shipping container, which 
they subsequently track to the port of Hong Kong. Once in China, it is piled on top of a mountain of 
e-waste. From there it makes its way downstream to neighborhoods where adults and children alike – 
tens of thousands of them – work in the toxic e-waste trade with no environmental or health regulations.

This is, of course, what GRINCH, as an environmental group, was trying to avoid and caused us to 
ask the question, “How do we really know that our recycler is doing what they say they are doing?” or, 
in other words, “Where did our e-waste go?” Since we are not private eyes or have Frontline budgets, 
we decided that one thing we could do is tour the eForce Compliance facility, the haulers and recyclers 
from our event.

eForce grew out of Selectronics, which has been on Grays Ferry Avenue for 28 years and developed as a 
scrap division, becoming an independent component stripper. This was a burgeoning business years 
ago as big institutions and corporations, like the University of Pennsylvania and Unisys, started 
unloading their outdated mainframes and servers.

According to Charles Nygard, managing director and our tour guide at eForce, the federal and state 
government, as well as the City of Philadelphia all have environmental guidelines for e-waste disposal. 
The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) issues permits for this disposal, but has come under fire 
recently because its guidelines are easy for waste handlers to circumvent. Many times this involves 
shipping to one country, which in turn ships it to another with fewer regulations. 

eForce has obtained a Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) certification that took it nine 
months to obtain and is currently one of the only recyclers in the city that has one. 



“We knew that this way was going to be harder,” Nygard said, “but we also knew that this way is 
going to be the wave of the future.”

eForce receives tons of electronics every day from its corporate clients. We watch as a monitor is 
dismantled by hand and the components are sorted into large 4-foot cardboard cubes, called Gaylord 
boxes, taking about 7-10 minutes apiece. Items that still work and have a resale value, such as newer 
computers or televisions get put aside for Selectronics’ retail outlet or sold to other retailers in 
second-hand markets. 

“Eighty-five to ninety percent of the televisions we get still work,” Nygard said. “We have a guy from 
the Northeast that takes any TV that’s working and resells them for about $30. The biggest 
commodity in electronics is currently cell phones, not only because of the metal recovery but due to 
a strong refurbishing market. If it’s a working unit we try to get it back into the hands of a nonprofit.”

As we walk through the rest of eForce's warehouse, Nygard reassures us. “We tell people they can 
come anytime and check us out,” he said. “We have nothing to hide. If you see overseas shipping 
containers outside of a recycler’s operations, then they are sending them overseas. Luckily,” he 
continues, “the markets over there are dwindling to practically nothing.”

Nygard said his firm was trying to reduce its carbon footprint. “We break everything down, and we 
try to use local smelters, refiners, etc.,” he said. “We don’t want to ship our stuff 500 miles.” 

At this point in our tour, I think we're all feeling better about our choice of Eforce as our recycler. 

We also learn a good rule of thumb when it comes to disposing of our electronics: If someone says 
they’ll take it for free or that they’ll pay you for your monitor, don’t believe it. No one can take your 
stuff for free and handle it responsibly.

The key, it seems, to handling our electronic waste problem is to develop products that have 
recyclability built into them. Apple Inc. is in the forefront of both building recyclable components 
and also offering to recycle older models. Consumers pay the price for this upfront when they purchase 
their computer instead of at the end of its life when they want to get rid of it. To process something 
properly, there has to be a charge for it, and there’s no way to get around it. 

If you ’d like to see the Frontline video for yourself, use this link, 
www.pbs.org/frontlineworld/stories/ghana804/video/video_index.html. Find Eforce on the Web at 
www.eforcecompliance.com, and its facility at 3114 Grays Ferry Avenue. 

Contact me at ecologic.chlocal@gmail.com.


