
Shared by MatterofTrust.org, 03/22/2016  1 of 3 
Celebrate Positive Environmental News with Us! 

See How Apple Demolishes and Recycles Old 

iPhones  

Source: huffingtonpost.com 

Published: March 21, 2016 

 

 This is an important step for the tech giant. 

By Valerie Volcovici 

(Reuters) - Apple Inc on Monday unveiled a robotic system called Liam to take apart junked 

iPhones and recover valuable materials that can be recycled, such as silver and tungsten. 

The move is an attempt to address criticism that Apple’s products, while sleek and seamless in 

design, are so tightly constructed that their components can be difficult to disassemble, refurbish 

and reuse. 

Liam, which has been under development for nearly three years, will initially focus on the 

iPhone 6. Apple plans to modify and expand the system to handle different devices and recover 

more resources, the company said. 

“Apple's Liam robot takes iPhones apart to reuse parts in other products. Why that 

matters: http://huff.to/23fHzrQ “ 

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/iphone-recycling-robot_us_56f04053e4b09bf44a9e0d5b?ir=Green&section=us_green&utm_hp_ref=green
https://t.co/FdGy7GuWF3
https://twitter.com/dlberes/status/711964033604313088
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The system started to operate at full capacity last month and can take apart one iPhone 6 every 

11 seconds to recover aluminum, copper, tin, tungsten, cobalt, gold and silver parts, according to 

Apple. 

At that rate and working uninterrupted, Liam likely can handle no more than a few million 

phones per year, a small fraction of the more than 231 million phones Apple sold in 2015. 

Lisa Jackson, Apple’s vice president of environment, policy and social initiatives, said in an 

interview that the robotic system is meant to push the technology sector toward more recycling, 

both by manufacturers and consumers. 

“We need more R&D if we are going to realize the idea of a circular economy in electronics,” 

she said, referring to a goal to reuse more materials through as many cycles as possible. 

Jackson, who was U.S. Environmental Protection Agency administrator from 2009 to 2013, 

spoke to Reuters before she unveiled Liam at Apple’s spring product launch on Monday. 

The recycling system consists of 29 robotic modules on a single site near Apple’s headquarters 

in Cupertino, California. It will focus initially on iPhone 6 phones sold in the United States, 

where Apple gets about 40 percent of its revenue. 

A second Liam is being installed in Europe, Apple said. 

The company also works with third-party recycling firms to handle its e-waste, but Jackson said 

there is room for improvement. 

Some environmental activists have criticized Apple for not making its products more green. In 

the ultra-thin MacBook Air, for instance, the chips, hard drive, battery and processors cannot 

easily be upgraded. The units use bespoke screws or glue to hold them together. 

Computers made by other companies tend to be more modular and easier to break apart. 

https://twitter.com/dlberes/status/711964033604313088
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Jackson said Apple’s design approach will not change, but the company is working on better 

ways to disassemble its devices and recover reusable materials. These can now be sold to other 

industries. 

As research continues on larger-scale recycling, Jackson said Apple hopes to reuse more 

materials in future products. 

The unveiling of the Liam system on Monday was welcomed by some industry experts. 

“Buy a cheap smartphone, PC, or tablet, and watch it fill a landfill. Buy an Apple product and 

support sustainability,” technology analyst Ben Bajarin wrote on Twitter (@BenBajarin). 

“Interesting narrative.” 

The world is awash in discarded electronic equipment, with the United States and China 

accounting for nearly a third of it. 

Less than a sixth of global e-waste is properly recycled or made available for reuse, according to 

an April 2015 United Nations University report. 

Apple does not disclose how many of its devices are turned in for recycling every year. Under its 

existing program, the company offers customers store credit for recycling certain devices and 

will recycle old products for free. 

(This story has been refiled to correct typo in second paragraph) 

(Editing by Kevin Drawbaugh and Tiffany Wu) 

 

 


