Recycling 'lion' thrives on e-scrap
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John Nolan/Times photo Newport Computer Services leases 70,000 square feet of factory space on Spaulding Avenue, in north Rochester.
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ROCHESTER — In the hierarchy of scavenging, Shiva Nanda, CEO of Newport Computer Services, describes his company as a lion.

Every day, at least two tractor-trailer loads of scrapped computer equipment, drawn from all over the United States, pull up to the factory dock in north Rochester, and the process of scavenging begins. As a lion, and a highly evolved one at that, Newport gets first dibs at harvesting all valuable material and equipment parts for resale, before passing the electronic equivalent of a carcass onto the "jackals," "hyenas" and "vultures" of the computer recycling world, located elsewhere.

There is a far greater sophistication to Newport Computer Services, of course, than merely stripping the best parts from defunct or outdated computers. Nanda and his partner, Executive Vice President Brad Wiggin, talk of a green earth philosophy.

"We have a moral obligation to work with local communities and make the world cleaner and better," said Nanda.

With many people getting new desktop and laptop computers for Christmas and looking to dispose of their old equipment, Newport's recycling business may be a useful option, especially as landfills, under generally welcomed state environmental legislation, are not allowed to bury the stuff, much of it being potentially hazardous. Such household disposers can expect to pay $10 to Newport to get rid of a monitor, but if it is accompanied by a computer, say, with some value in its parts, the monitor disposal cost may be partially or totally waived. Nanda advises people to contact the company via www.newportcomputers.com, or call directly at 926-4300.
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John Nolan/Times photo Jon Clement of Rochester, left, and Richard Moulton of Berwick, Maine, audit the content of the recent; y arrived palettes of electronic equipment at the start of the recycling process.
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Handling the e-waste of local residents, though, is more of an obliging service, with the company's main business consisting of recycling in bulk, and in offering a range of meticulously audited services, such as the thorough cleaning of data from commercial customers' hard drives, before disposal.

Newport Computer Services was founded in 1994, and for the first three years of its existence, bought and sold electronic products and made money on the "gray market" by exploiting the price differentials in different geographical areas. In 1997, Nanda and Wiggin began the asset recovery aspect, which is their core business today. They began commercial life in Hampton, in a 3,000 square-foot space, but by 2003, they had expanded into a 17,000 square-foot facility in Newfields Industrial Park. It only took four years to outgrow that space, and since May, they have occupied 70,000 square feet of the factory complex on Spaulding Avenue, near the Milton town line.

Nanda gives three reasons for the company's steady growth — an ever greater volume of broken and obsolete electronic equipment, increased public desire for a clean environment, and stricter regulations governing the disposal of e-waste. In this last regard, New Hampshire no longer allows landfills to accept the cathode ray tubes (CRTs), which are present in TVs and monitors. 

"Our business model is geared towards institutional clients like schools, universities, hospitals and manufacturers. We are not really set up to accept from individual households," said Nanda, noting that the company's good neighbor policy overrides this.

Nanda was born near Calcutta, in India, and there obtained degrees in economics and business management. In 1985, in Canada, he gained a master's degree in economics, and followed this up in 1987 with at MBA at UNH. Then he taught at the Whittemore School for a year before moving into banking in the bad years of the early 1990s. From there, he met up with Wiggin and Newport Computer Services and took off with the help of another partner, who has since been bought out.
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John Nolan/Times photo Newport's inventory manager Steve McEntire, left, and logistics technician Jamie Printy of Rollinsford play a key role in the company's efficient storage and shipping of recovered computer parts.
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Currently the firm is processing about 100,000 units per year, which is a four-fold increase since 2003, and Nanda calculates that if Newport went to a double shift at some future point, the space would allow half a million units per year to be processed. While the company moved to Rochester in part because labor costs are a bit lower than in some parts of the state, the 35 to 40 employees are provided with health coverage paid 100 percent by Newport — something of a rarity in New Hampshire, Nanda points out. As a consequence, employee turnover is low to nil, resulting in money invested in training and cross-training workers being well spent, while a team concept is developed.

The art and genius of Newport Computer Services is in methodically filtering the pallets of e-scrap arriving daily into useful items and those with no value.

"We receive chaos," said Nanda, indicating an enormous line of plastic wrapped equipment near the loading dock, "and we have to give it structure. We need an organized process stream."

To this end, two workers examine the contents of each pallet and enter manufacturers' model numbers into a computer, thus informing the Newport system regarding what is potentially useful, and what can be stripped immediately from the equipment.

"The earlier in the process we can remove things of no value, the better. Every time something is touched it costs money," said Nanda, exhibiting an enthusiasm for constantly increasing efficiency. "Our knowledge is in what systems to harvest parts from."
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John Nolan/Times photo Recording the computer model numbers and information into a tracking system is Patty Yoder of Milton.





Near the beginning of the process, too, customers' specific requirements — usually cleaning data off hard drives and creating paper trails acceptable to the IRS — are carefully noted. Removing sensitive data from a hard drive can be a 17-hour process, using a triple wipe, and this can only be commercially viable by linking scores of computers in parallel and cleaning them simultaneously.

The next stage is to remove the valuable components, test them for functionality, filter out the duds, and pass the good items up the line for inventory entry and storage prior to resale. An old computer considered obsolete by one large company might work fine for a school or smaller firm either in this country or abroad — at a fraction of the new cost. And there always is a market for components for older models still in use.

"We have 300 to 500 customers, and 5,000 unique parts in our inventory," said Nanda, adding that they may handle 50 requests a day for components, which are quickly located by the stock controllers and shipped out.

"This is a huge industry in terms of the opportunity to grow. But growth has to be managed, and our objective is to grow responsibly," said Wiggin, leaving his sales office to join Nanda in the training room. "We have to maintain quality and standards for our vendors."

"And it has to make business sense — if not, it will crumble," added Nanda.

Changing his tone from one of focused businessman to that of a benevolent member of the human race, Nanda added, "Respect and the values of the family keep us grounded. We need a dose of humility. Brad and I don't forget where we came from."

(Jerry Turner of Foster's Sunday Citizen contributed to this article.)
