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Illegal shipments of hazardous waste from the EU
Despite both UN and EU regulations making 
shipments of hazardous waste to the developing 
world illegal, the practice is believed to remain 
commonplace. In the EU, calls have been made 
for better enforcement of the relevant Waste 
Shipment Regulation. 

Waste shipments to developing 
countries 
EU Member States (MS) produce significant 
and increasing quantities of waste, including 
hazardous waste. In 2005, 66 million tonnes of 
hazardous waste were generated by the MS. 
Moreover, it is estimated that around 15 % of 
all shipments within the EU involve waste. 

As early as the 1980s, the tightening of 
environmental regulations in the industrialised 
world led to a substantial rise in the cost of 
hazardous waste disposal. Even now, 
developing countries have either less-stringent 
or no regulations on waste. Therefore they can 
offer lower prices for waste treatment and 
disposal. This explains the persistent practice 
of shipping hazardous waste to these 
countries, as allegedly illustrated by the 2006 
Probo Koala incident in the Ivory Coast. 

International and EU legal framework 
The Basel Convention 
The Basel Convention on the Control of 
Transboundary Movements of Hazardous 
Wastes and Their Disposal, which entered into 
force in 1992, was adopted to address this 
problem. The Convention has set up 
worldwide notification requirements for the 
movement of hazardous waste. It also aims at 
minimising the generation of such waste and 
ensuring its environmentally sound 
management. Following its 1995 amendment, 
the Convention has banned exports of 
hazardous waste from the EU MS, the OECD 
countries and Liechtenstein to all other parties. 

Waste Shipment Regulation 
All MS are parties to the Basel Convention. 
Moreover, its provisions have been 
incorporated into EU law by the Waste 

Shipment Regulation (WSR) of June 2006. The 
WSR concerns all types of waste, except for 
radioactive waste and some other types of 
waste subject to separate control regimes. 

Export to countries outside the EU and EFTA of 
any waste for disposal is prohibited under the 
WSR. Hazardous waste cannot be exported to 
any non-OECD country. 

In cases in which shipping is allowed, different 
procedures apply to exporting waste for 
disposal and for recovery, as well as to 
hazardous and non-hazardous waste. On the 
one hand, shipments of waste intended for 
disposal or of hazardous waste are generally 
subject to notification, requiring prior consent 
of the authorities involved. On the other hand, 
shipping for recovery of non-hazardous wastes 
included on the so-called 'green list', requires 
only that certain information be provided. 

Inspections are performed by each Member 
State to preclude illegal shipments. 

EU data on illegal waste shipping 
Illegal shipments include, inter alia, classifying 
waste under the wrong label or as second-
hand goods (as seems often to be the case 
with exports of end-of-life vehicles to Africa 
and electronic waste to Asia). 

Data on illegal shipments is scarce. Between 
2001 and 2005, the average annual quantity 
reported by MS to the Commission was 22 000 
tonnes. The number of illegal shipments 
increased in this period. These reports are 
believed however to reveal only a fraction of 
the actual numbers. Moreover, reporting by 
MS is considered to be too general and 
inadequate by the European Environment 
Agency and various stakeholders. 

There are reportedly disparities in enforcement 
of the WSR in the MS, in particular with respect 
to inspections and controls. Therefore, the 
Commission has recently organised a 
consultation on possible EU legislative criteria 
and requirements for waste shipment 
inspections. 
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