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By Perth WEEE Centre  

The Culture of Consumerism: Reduce, Reuse, Reculture event held by Perth 

College UHI’s WEEE (Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment) Centre on 

Friday 19
th
 May 2017 brought together a range of people interested in sus-

tainability, technology and the arts for a day of thinking about e-waste, reuse 

and our consumer habits. The day included an urban mining workshop, 

where participants took apart mobile phones to find out what is inside them; 

an artist run e-waste upcycling workshop where parts from mobile phones 

and computers were used to make clocks and jewellery and to decorate mir-

rors. A playlist of films was shown at the same time to show what’s inside a 

mobile phone, where the materials come from and the lives that are exploited 

to get them; as well as some information films about the circular economy 



In pictures: Prototype for automated e-waste collection container, e-waste mural created by 

HNC Art and Design students, HNC Visual Communications students exhibition of work made 

from e-waste, e-waste upcycling workshops, mobile phone breakdown workshops and Dr Robert 

Boyd chair of the afternoon talks. 

and the WEEE Centre. Attendees were given tours of the WEEE Centre and 

could browse a student exhibition from Creative Industries students who had 

made pieces from e-waste, and were creating an e-waste mural of the City of 

Perth. A prototype of an e-waste collection container, which has been com-

missioned by the WEEE Centre and designed and built by the College’s En-

gineering department was also on show. The afternoon brought a series of 

talks from invited speakers.  



Gemma Lawrence from Creative Carbon Scotland has a background in 

Sustainable Development and Art History, specialising in contemporary par-

ticipatory practices at the University of St Andrews in 

her undergraduate degree. Since 2012 she has man-

aged and produced a range of projects focused on the 

development of artistic practices in Scotland in relation 

to environmental sustainability. She talked about how 

the arts can help shape a more sustainable Scotland, 

illustrated with examples of projects completed in the past by embedding 

artists into local authority settings to stimulate community engagement, crea-

tive thinking and an emotional connection. Including Frances Whitehead’s 

SLOW Clean Up project in 

Chicago which planted up 

abandoned service stations to 

create community gardens 

that also decontaminated the 

soil, through to investigating 

the impact of flood defences 

in Dumfries, Scotland. 

Image: SLOW clean-up, Community 

garden lab stage by stage develop-

ment process, Chicago, Frances  

Whitehead 2008—2012. Courtesy of 

Frances Whitehead. 

Artist, Deirdre Bennett, much of Deirdre Bennett's art practice and re-

search has been around Social Art Practice and 

one of her main focuses has been with our ever-

increasing dependence on technology, particularly 

immersive technology at the expense of the natural 

world. She has been trying to create work that is 

participatory in nature, promoting a social bond, 

which also invites both internal and external dia-

logue around this subject. In a world that is increasingly distracted by trend-

ing technologies, Deidre is hoping to create interstices that address and initi-

ate dialogue about our tenuous but vital relationship to the natural world.  

Dr Jacqueline Balfour from the Scottish Institute for Remanufacture 

graduated from Strathclyde University in Computer Science and holds a PhD 

from Lancaster University in Computer Networking. Jacqueline has 25 years 



of experience working in the technology sector. As an R&D Director Jacquel-

ine led many cross functional programs through 

development, manufacturing and marketing. 

Jacqueline shared information about the rate at 

which raw materials are being used up in the pro-

duction of electrical equipment, the issues with dis-

posing of them and how intervention at the design 

level can help to promote a more circular economy.  

Tiffany Kane of the Common Weal worked for many blue chip compa-

nies after leaving school, before feeling so disillu-

sioned she returned to education at age 24, achiev-

ing a HNC in social sciences and then an honours 

degree is social anthropology. Now Operations 

Manager at Common Weal, Tiffany has been in-

volved with landmark projects such as IdeaSpace 

and Common Market. Tiffany shared with us her 

own path away from consumerism, the origins of the consumer culture as a 

post war economy boost through advertising focused on ‘desires’ by Edward 

Bernays, nephew of Sigmund Freud and founder of ’Public Relations’. Fol-

lowed by suggestions for a Deconsumerisation Strategy.  

Cultural Deconsumerisation: The talks were followed with a lively dis-

cussion around the topic: Many people believe that recycling is the best thing 

that they can do for the environment – ‘so long as it can be recycled it 

doesn’t matter what I buy’, with reducing and reusing consumables taking a 

back seat; despite the increased environmental, social and financial benefits 

of these over recycling that many people are unaware of. So how can and 

should we go about influencing the culture of consumers into considering 

other options for responsible consumption?  

Suggestions included the role the arts can play in influencing society’s atti-

tude towards sustainability and the environment, it was even suggested by 

one member of the audience that the sciences had come as far as they could 

in convincing society of the reality of global warming. Another suggestion 

was by improving human well-being through connections to each other and 

the natural world, in order to reduce the desire to comfort consume. Also dis-

cussed were strategies that could be employed by governments on a global 

scale to change attitudes towards measures of success of a country, for ex-

ample looking at happiness ratings over GDP. Some of the topics from the 

event are discussed further in the following short essays. 



How is your mobile phone made and where do the raw materials 

come from? 

A mobile phone contains over 30 minerals, that are not renewable, including 

tin, tantalum, copper and gold. 36% of the 

world’s tin consumption is used in electronics, 

mainly for solder paste that is used to keep eve-

rything in place. Tantalum metal comes from the 

rock columbite-tantalite, or coltan. This is used 

to produce capacitors that store electrical ener-

gy. Tin and Tantalum are often mined in devel-

oping countries using the artisanal mining meth-

od, which uses a few basic tools and is very la-

bour intensive. It involves digging deep tunnels, 

which are not properly secured and could col-

lapse at any time. The miners can descend into 

the tunnels for days at a time, while only being 

paid a paltry wage. These mines are also often 

based in conflict areas or areas at risk of conflict, where the proceeds from 

the sale of the mined minerals can be used to finance the purchase of weap-

ons and army supplies. The most well-known example of conflict mineral min-

ing is in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where armed groups use vio-

lence and weapons to exploit miners into forced and child labour.  

What is being done to stop this? Companies are being encouraged to incor-

porate traceability (ie the source of a mineral used in a product) and transpar-

ency in their supply chains. Another way to decrease pressure on these 

mined minerals is to recycle them, and reuse them in the production process, 

however, currently only a small proportion of the supply is recycled. 

As we learned from Dr Jacqueline Balfour’s talk the global supplies of raw 

materials are running out, with global use of raw materials predicted to be 

140 billion tonnes per year by 2050. If demand continues to grow, due to new 

technologies being developed and growth of the population the global sup-

plies of Tantalum will last another 20-30 years. 

What happens to your unwanted electronics?, what is the circu-

lar economy and why should we reuse stuff? 

Currently in the UK there are more mobile phones than people. What do you 



do with your old mobile phone or laptop when you get a new one? Give it to 

friends or family? Trade it in or sell it? Keep it as a spare in case your new 

one breaks? Take it for recycling? Or, please no, sneak it into the bin? These 

are all answers that I have been given when asking students on campus, but 

the majority of people keep their electricals indefinitely, they do not take up 

much space and are easy to put away and forget about. The average person 

in the UK replaces their mobile phone every 2 years, however, most of these 

phones still have life left in them, and as we have already learned contain val-

uable raw materials. If electronics are disposed of in landfill the toxic chemi-

cals can leach into the land and pollute the water table. It is also notoriously 

difficult to extract the raw materials safely from IT and mobile phones during 

the recycling process. Some companies ship e-waste abroad to e-waste 

dumps in developing countries, here local people burn the equipment, pollut-

ing the air with harmful gases and leaching toxic chemicals into the ground, 

risking their health everyday, to extract the valuable raw materials. 

The Circular economy is a model that aims to change the linear pattern of pro-

duce, consume, dispose, to keep existing resources in circulation for longer. 

There are a number of ways of going about this, that you can see from the 

following slide from Dr Jacqueline Balfour’s talk.  

We can help to extend the life of our old IT and mobile phones by giving them 

for reuse as soon as we have finished with them, to give them another life. 

Making Things Last, A Circular Economy Strategy for Scotland: The Scottish Government 



Where did our culture of consumerism come from, what fuels it 

and is there a cure? 

Inspired by Tiffany Kane’s talk about the Common Weal’s deconsumerisation 

strategy I wanted to find out more. 50 years ago the average person con-

sumed half as much as they do now, and resourcefulness, thrift and repair 

were valued, but things were changing. In a post world war America the 

nephew of Sigmund Freud, Edward Bernays, used Freud’s teachings that 

irrational forces drive human behaviour, to sell products for his clients. 

Bernays was convinced that linking products to emotions could cause people 

to behave irrationally. By convincing people that they want something they do 

not need, Bernays sought to turn people into consumers who use their pur-

chasing power to attempt to make themselves happy. However, this has been 

proven to be untrue…! Consumption becomes a craving, the purchase and 

post-consumption buzz, followed by a crash, which sets off the search for the 

next buzz. This cycle is not fulfilling in ways that really matter, and any happi-

ness gained does not last. These habits of consumption are not just effecting 

our happiness, but also the planet. Discarded stuff is clogging up landfill and 

raw materials are getting used up to produce new stuff to replace it. This end-

less pursuit of more is not sustainable. 

So how do we break the cycle? 

Accepting that what we have is enough can be exhilarating. Often people feel 

that they are making a sacrifice by consuming less, but it can be liberating. 

People don’t want to accumulate as much stuff as possible, and doing so and 

then looking after that stuff uses personal energy that could be used in more 

fulfilling ways.  

Let go mindfully, by knowing what’s important to you. It’s not necessary to 

throw out everything you own, but identifying what you want to keep can be 

the hard part. For example, by packing up all your clothes and then only un-

packing the items you need and wear regularly you will quickly identify what 

you want to keep. 

Live within your means. Cutting spending and paying off debt can free up 

time and money to do something meaningful. 

Go for quality, paying more for something that will last for years will give you 

a better return on investment, use up fewer resources and keep stuff out of 

the waste stream. A good technique is to think of your stuff as a finite size, 

every time you buy something new you must donate or recycle something 

you already have. This helps create a distinction between things you need 



and things you want. 

Cultivate contentment, notice what you are consuming and whether you are 

doing it out of boredom or habit. Really understand what brings you happi-

ness. 

Connect with people, when connections are made between people they feel 

more comfortable sharing or borrowing. For example neighbours might buy 

one lawnmower between them and share it. 

Experiment with enough, try removing things from your life and learning if you 

can live without them. If you don’t try you won’t know. 

 
References: Fairphone Urban Mining Guide, Armin Reller, University of Ausburg and Tom Grae-

del, Yale University.  The conversation http://theconversation.com/the-manipulation-of-the-

american-mind-edward-bernays-and-the-birth-of-public-relations-44393 , The Art of Enough, 

Elizabeth Millard https://experiencelife.com/article/the-art-of-enough/  

The WEEE (waste electrical and electronic equipment) Centre, based at 

Perth College UHI works with students to refurbish waste IT and communica-

tions equipment for reuse and resale. We are currently working on a 2 year 

project to increase awareness of the benefits of e-waste reuse, in particular 

through our WEEE Centre, by providing safe and convenient ways to donate. 

The project aims to increase donations of reusable tech made to the WEEE 

Centre, by providing convenient drop off points for WEEE, that are secure, 

providing assurances that all data is removed from donations, and spreading 

the message that the sooner the item is donated for reuse, the more likely it 

is that it will be able to be reused, ie don’t leave it in the back of the cup-

board! The benefits of using the Perth WEEE Centre in particular are that it 

provides opportunities for students in the form of work experience, funding 

scholarships and field trips; by reusing equipment we are keeping e-waste 

out of landfill and reducing the amount of resources required to recycle this 

equipment; and we are providing affordable refurbished equipment for sale to 

local people as well as making regular donations to charities. 

www.perth.uhi.ac.uk/weee-centre | @perthweee 
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