Printer giants fight EU move to ban 'clever chip'
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THE world's leading printer and copier manufacturers, including Hewlett-Packard and Lexmark, are trying to stop the European Union passing a law this week that would outlaw the use of "clever chips" which prevent ink cartridges being reused.

One in four of all ink cartridges used in laser and inkjet printers currently is refilled by small companies which employ about 30,000 people in Britain. Cartridges, which cost between £25 and £30 new, are refilled and resold for about £10.50 each.

Increasingly, this practice is being prevented by the installation of chips that disable the printer until a new toner cartridge produced exclusively by the manufacturer is installed.

Lexmark, a major manufacturer, has taken out a patent in the United States and Europe on a device that instructs ink cartridges to destroy themselves rather than be refilled or reused.

Chris Davies, a Liberal Democrat MEP for the North West, has tabled an amendment to the Waste Electronic and Electrical Equipment Directive curbing the use of such devices which critics say damage the environment and keep the price of ink cartridges high.

The amendment, which will require EU governments to ensure that goods have not been designed to prevent their re-use, has won preliminary support from the European Commission.

Mr Davies said: "The volume of electronic waste being discarded each year is growing fast. The environmental priority should be to encourage its re-use where possible.

"It's quite obvious that 'clever chips' intended to prevent reuse and recycling break the spirit of this new law. We need to deter the manufacturers now before they think of even more ways of using this technology to curb competition."

Bernard de Valence, president of Hewlett-Packard Europe, issued a statement saying the company had been using clever chips or smart chips since 1998. 

These "do not interfere with re-use and recycling of ink cartridges", he said - in direct contradiction of the allegations of the re-manufacturers.

