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Executive Summary: Circularity irt Dataservers 

The Amsterdam Metropolitan Area (AMA) is one of the largest data centre hubs in 

Europe. This creates a huge market for new equipment but also presents the 

challenge of a growing flow of discarded equipment as well. This report contains the 

results of an extensive study carried out on behalf of the Amsterdam Economic 

Board, ICT Milieu, Iron Mountain and Hewlett Packard Enterprise, with support from 

Green IT Amsterdam. The objective of this study was to gain insight into the data 

server market, common practices regarding procurement, the average duration of 

use and the reasons and practices regarding asset disposition. And most importantly, 

this study sought to determine what the various actors in the data server value chain 

can do in order to achieve the highest possible regional reuse of equipment. 

 

The research shows that all actors in the chain could potentially contribute to value 

retention, i.e. to keep our products, components and materials in our economic 

system for as long as possible. This is the case, whether it is the manufacturer or the 

owner of the equipment, the data centre or the individual trader. Through collective 

awareness and cooperation, actors can increase and maintain the value of servers 

for longer periods of time. This report presents the facts and insights to foster this 

awareness and outline possibilities for each actor in the value chain as a first step 

towards more efficient and profitable use of their equipment. From there, it is up to 

the different actors to take the next step: take initiative and, together with other 

actors, strive for mutual benefits in the chain. 
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Market overview 

A variety of parties play a role in the life cycle of business-to-business (B2B) ICT 

equipment. Figure 1 shows the stakeholder analysis and who the actors are. 

  
Figure 1: Stakeholder analysis of the data server market and B2B ICT equipment 

 
 

The amount of servers in Dutch data centres is, based on 2016 data, estimated to be 

around 4.3 million units, of which 1.5 million (37%) are in the AMA alone. Every year 

almost half a million servers are discarded, 184,326 in the AMA itself. 

 

Of the discarded servers, 24% are handled by certified recyclers, mainly located in 

the Netherlands, that extract raw materials. 11% of the servers are processed and 

resold for second use by Dutch refurbishers. 

 

More than half of discarded servers are exported for reuse by traders. At this stage, 

the equipment disappears from view because there is no central registration for 

export for reuse. From this point forward, it is unclear what happens when these 

servers reach end of life. In total, 58% of the equipment is exported for reuse by 

refurbishers, traders and owners. 
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Figure 2: overview of destinations for servers after discarding 

 
 

The research shows that more servers are discarded than put on the market. The 

reason for this can be found in the increasing energy efficiency of new servers, the 

optimisation of energy management and capacity utilisation in existing server 

environments and the integration of ICT systems into more efficient cloud solutions. 

All these developments mean that fewer servers are required for a similar workload. 
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It has been found that in many cases, businesses are unaware of this lesser need, an 

opportunity for reducing the amount of servers and services procured and saving 

valuable resources. 

 
Decision-making on procurement, duration of use and asset disposition 

Within each organisation, a variety of people in different functions and 

departments are involved in the procurement of equipment. This makes it difficult 

to maintain a company-wide overview of all aspects concerning the ICT environment, 

for instance the types of equipment, ownership, workload, costs, etc. In addition, 

technological developments make it increasingly difficult for organisations to have 

sufficient knowledge in-house to maintain all technical aspects of the equipment. 

 

The owners that were interviewed usually have a set of requirements for both 

equipment and suppliers when purchasing servers. When these requirements are 

made unilaterally by the purchasing organisation, they often remain general in 

nature, passing by opportunities for increased efficiency and decreased costs. Only 

when collaboration is sought with other partners in the chain, the requirements 

regarding the procurement, use and disposition of equipment become more 

concrete and also more circular in nature (i.e. use of refurbished equipment, design 

for recycling, leasing). 

 

The duration of use for equipment is determined by various technical, economic and 

organisational factors. The average period is often the same for servers and storage 

units, while network equipment generally lasts longer. Reaching the end of use does 

not always mean that the equipment is discarded as waste. Commercial providers 

of ICT services tend to reuse a server in another application. In this way, the average 

age of a server at end of life (for that specific owner) can reach up to 8 or 10 years. 

 

Extensive external research1 shows that, in addition to the duration of use of the 

equipment, the way in which servers are housed and configured has a great impact 

on energy consumption. When organisations lack awareness of the energy efficiency 

of their own ICT equipment, they risk over-deployment of resources. Energy 

management optimisation can potentially postpone or even reduce the need for new 

equipment. 

 
Asset disposal is rarely a part of the procurement process. Only by the time 

replacement is imminent, a decision is made what to do with the equipment. A 

number of parties within the study issue a tender for asset disposition specifically. 

Data security and costs rather than the possibility of reuse and material preservation 

are the most important and decisive factors to them. 

  

                                                           
1 Framework for hardware refresh in datacentres (Rabih Bashroush, 2017) 



 

 

 

Powered by Amsterdam Economic Board, Iron Mountain, Hewlett Packard Enterprise, ICT Milieu  5 

Options to do differently 

A better understanding of the value chain, the decision-making process regarding 

procurement, the duration of use and asset disposition result in a number of 

concrete options for achieving higher-quality (re)use of equipment. 

 

63% of discarded servers will be used again via trade routes, of which 50% will end 

up abroad. Parties in the chain are urged to revisit this and jointly work towards 

creating a central registration of export for reuse that contains data on both volume 

and destination. Equipment that is exported for reuse can be taken into account 

when National WEEE targets are calculated. 

 

Organisations are strongly recommended to check whether they have an adequate 

picture of their own ICT environment: 

- Who is involved, both inside and outside the organisation? Do they work 

together? Have joint KPI’s? 

- Is there a good overview of systems and services that are owned/used? 

- Are energy efficiency and capacity utilisation of the equipment evaluated and 

optimised on a regular basis? 

 

Each actor in the value chain has a role to play. Manufacturers and resellers can 

help procuring organizations in determining the exact needs for data management 

and equipment and, together with recyclers and refurbishers, incorporate asset 

disposition at time of procurement. 

 

All actors have the opportunity to create a higher quality value chain by setting 

common goals, for example in the use of refurbished equipment, reuse of materials, 

energy and emission reductions. 

 
  



 

 

 


