Europe's Microwave Ovens Emit Nearly as Much CO2 as 2-3 Million Cars
by Juliette Jowit
Jan. 18, 2018 – Popping frozen peas into the microwave for a couple of minutes may seem utterly harmless, but Europe’s stock of these quick-cook ovens emit as much carbon as nearly 7 million cars, a new study has found.
And the problem is growing: with costs falling and kitchen appliances becoming “status” items, owners are throwing away microwaves after an average of 8 years, pushing rising sales.
A study by the University of Manchester worked out the emissions of CO2 – the main greenhouse gas responsible for climate change – at every stage of microwaves, from manufacture to waste disposal.
“It is electricity consumption by microwaves that has the biggest impact on the environment,” say the authors.  They also calculate that the emissions from using 19 microwaves over a year are the same as those from a car.
[19 is quite wrong, says Dr. Fry.  Microwave ovens are estimated to use 16 kWh per month (1500 Watts {gross, 1100 net} times 20 minutes a day), or 192 kWh a year.  European cars average perhaps 40 mpg for 11,000 miles a year, at 34 kWh per gallon, or about 9,500 kWh a year, about 50 times as much as a microwave oven.  In the US, the figure is 90 times.  That’s before manufacturing and disposal costs are added in for cars and ovens.  Cars and microwaves have similar lifespans.  This all suggests Europe’s microwave ovens emit a bit less CO2 than 3 million European cars or about as much as 1.5 million American cars.]
“Efforts to reduce consumption should focus on improving consumer awareness and behavior to use appliances more efficiently.  For example, electricity consumption by microwaves can be reduced by adjusting the time of cooking to the type of food.”
Each year, more microwaves are sold than any other type of oven in the EU; annual sales are expected to reach 135 million by the end of the decade.
David Reay, professor of carbon management at the University of Edinburgh, pointed out that the damage done by microwaves is still a fraction of that done by cars.  “Yes, there are a lot of microwaves in the EU, and yes they use electricity,” he said.  “But their emissions are dwarfed by those from cars – there are around 30 million cars in the UK alone, and these emit way more than all the emissions from microwaves in the EU.  Latest data show that passenger cars in the UK emitted 69 million tonnes of CO2 equivalent in 2015.  This is 10 times the amount this new microwave oven study estimates for annual emissions for all the microwave ovens in the whole of the EU.”
The energy used by microwaves is lower than any other form of cooking.  uSwitch, the price comparison website, lists microwaves as the most energy efficient, followed by a hob and finally an oven, advising readers to buy a microwave if they don’t have one.  However, they urge owners to switch them off at the wall after use, to avoid powering the clock.
“Yes, it’s important to use microwaves efficiently,” said Simon Bullock, senior climate change campaigner for the charity Friends of the Earth.  “But so is making sure the electricity that powers them is as low pollution as possible.  The government should reverse its policy attacks on solar and onshore wind.  We need green electrons powering all the nation’s tellies, microwaves and fridges.”
Alejandro Gallego-Schmid, one of the report’s authors, said: “The aim of our study was not to compare microwaves to other cooking appliances, but to look at the environmental impacts of microwaves as ubiquitous devices in households in Europe - and draw attention to the need to make their design, use, and end-of-life waste management more efficient.”
The report also reveals that the lifespan of microwaves has reduced by nearly 7 years over the last 20 years – from more than a decade to 68 [?] years.  By the end of this decade 16 million microwaves are expected to be discarded each year. 
“Given that microwaves account for the largest % of sales of all types of oven in the EU, it is increasingly important to start addressing their impact on resource use and end-of-life waste,” said Gallego-Schmid.  Existing regulation is not enough to reduce those environmental impacts, and specific regulations are needed for microwaves, says the report.  “My microwave’s not too high impact at the moment,” said Bullock.  “It’s broken, waiting in a corner for me to work out where best to recycle it.”
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