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CASE: Eco-Waste Environmental Services (EWES) 
[SOURCE: case modified extensively from http://www.businessethics.ca/cases/wb-env1.html]

Jane Smith works in record-keeping as an administrative assistant for Eco-Waste Environmental Services (EWES), a small waste disposal company. EWES has enjoyed a strong reputation for ethical leadership in the waste management industry. In fact, the slogan the company uses in advertising and promotional materials is as follows: “Eco-Waste: Safe, Efficient, and Ethical Waste Disposal.”


In her three years with EWES, Jane has been promoted twice and had three salary increases. Jane’s view of EWES’s management team is that they care about workers and provide appropriate rewards when resources permit. Co-workers express similarly positive sentiments. From Jane’s perspective, everyone appears to do what’s expected of them and routinely recommend EWES as a good place to work.  


The company recently signed a contract to dispose of medical waste from a large local hospital. During a visit to the copy room, Jane accidentally comes across some internal documents which suggest that EWES has actually been disposing of some of this hospital’s medical waste in a local municipal landfill. Jane is shocked. “Isn’t this illegal?” she wonders to herself. 

To confirm her thoughts, she quickly goes on the internet and finds that dumping ‘trace amounts’ of toxic medical waste is unavoidable and, if not proven to be intentional, is not against any law. But Jane suspects from the internal documents that her company (EWES) is intentionally dumping more than ‘trace’ amounts, though she can’t find on the internet any definition of what a ‘trace’ amount is. “This is crazy,” she thinks to herself, “our competitive advantage is that our customers think we’re ethical!” Jane is also aware that some of her company’s bigger jobs are handled by a third-party contractor; she begins to wonder if her firm has done too much to save costs in the name of profit-making. 

As she searches the internet for more information regarding acceptable versus unacceptable amounts of medical waste dumping, Jane is surprised to find that, in cases where small (more than ‘trace’) landfill amounts have been linked back to a waste disposal company, the government has not prosecuted violators. Perhaps most disturbing to Jane was her finding that, in cases where a company intentionally and improperly dumped large amounts of such medical waste in landfills, the offending companies only suffered fines; the government has never pursued criminal charges in any of the waste disposal cases! 


Reading her company’s documents more closely, Jane is somewhat relieved to find that her company appears to have dumped just very small (perhaps ‘trace’) amounts. But the internal documents also seem to indicate that her company is doing little to eliminate improper disposal of medical waste into landfills. According to several websites Jane searched, even ‘trace’ amounts apparently can cause injury or even death; and thus is clearly a worrisome threat to public health. 

One particularly bothersome issue for Jane is that she went out of her way to work for this company (for less compensation than offers from other companies) in part because of its highly ethical reputation and its regular public pronouncements about how much more environmentally sound its practices are relative to large competitors. Moreover, the company CEO is involved in several environmental non-profit organizations, regularly makes speeches about the importance of ethical behavior, and has funded an ethics professorship at the local university. 

Jane gathers together the appropriate documents and takes them to her immediate superior, Fred Lamb. Fred says, "Look, I don't think that sort of thing is your concern, or mine. We're in charge of record-keeping, not making decisions about medical waste disposal. Besides, for the first time ever, we’ve got this new compensation plan that promises to pay us all substantial bonuses for keeping profit margins high. I suggest you drop it." 

After leaving Fred’s office, Jane quickly headed to the office of Angela Storm, the company's Vice President of Operations. Whereas Angela is usually a calm and patient person to speak with, today she is blunt and clearly irritated. Angela says to Jane, "This isn't your concern. Look, these are the sorts of cost-cutting moves that let a little company like ours compete with our giant competitors. Besides, everyone knows that the regulations in this area are overly cautious. There's no real danger to anyone from the tiny amount of medical waste that 'slips' into the municipal dump. I consider this matter closed." 

Jane considers her situation. As Jane picks up her cell phone to call her best friend, she thinks to herself, “What should I do?” 
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