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Update on Consideration of RoHS issues in Australia - February 2008 

Australia has been exploring the need and potential impact of adopting EU RoHS type policies after the reduction of hazardous substances was identified as a national priority waste issue by the Environment Protection and Heritage Council (EPHC). The Council comprises Environment Ministers from the Federal, State and Territory Governments of Australia.

A preliminary assessment of the environmental and economic impacts of a RoHS type policy in Australia was completed in August 2007 (the report is available at http://www.environment.gov.au/settlements/publications/waste/electricals/rohs-assessment/index.html).  The conclusions of this report and submissions from key stakeholders were presented at a stakeholder roundtable comprising representatives from industry and government held in December 2007.

The preliminary assessment indicates that there may be inadequate justification to implement a fully mandated approach for the six RoHS substances in Australia, because only relatively small quantities circulating and emitted in Australia are likely to be attributable to electrical and electronic products (EEP).  However, the preliminary assessment also identified areas where further work was needed to fill some important data gaps.

There was general consensus at the stakeholder roundtable on the desirability for some form of action on RoHS and on the need for global consistency of RoHS policy. In particular the roundtable acknowledged that differing content and compliance requirements can have a significant negative impact on business and may undermine sustainable, environmental objectives. 

There was some support for possible eventual regulatory underpinning of a possible voluntary industry initiative, but it was also noted that "market failure" had not been clearly identified and that the case for regulatory intervention had not yet been made definitively. In Australia proposals for new legislation or regulation require a comprehensive Regulation Impact Statement to be undertaken prior to consideration by the Government.  Moreover, impact statements need to demonstrate a net social benefit of any new regulatory proposal.  

The industry members that participated in the roundtable (representing a range of electrical and electronics industries) agreed to examine the possibility of developing an industry based Voluntary Code of Practice (CoP) to explore ways to effectively harmonise with the EU RoHS objectives.  Should a CoP not be able to meet these objectives and should the case for regulatory intervention be established, regulatory underpinning, may be considered eventually. 

The first meeting of and industry steering committee is scheduled for February 2008. This meeting will scope out the activities and overarching goals that could be embodied in a CoP and communicate these to the Environment Protection and Heritage Council in order to test their acceptability. The industry representatives were seeking to have in place a functioning Code of Practice early in 2009.  

The CoP may also pursue other activities such as educational/communication initiatives (including web based and printed communication tools) for all industry sectors (including SMEs, maintenance workers and consumers). 

The Department of the Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts (DEWHA) has undertaken to fund further research in the impacts of EEP waste in the Australian context and to provide some support to the development of the industry led CoP.

