
Renewing the Blue Box: Final report on the blue box 
mediation process 

The Special Advisor on Recycling and Plastic Waste report outlines recommendations for transitioning the management of Ontario’s 

Blue Box Program to producers of plastic and other packaging. The report, written by advisor David Lindsay, includes results from 

consultations with municipal and industry stakeholders and offers ways to improve recycling and increase the number or products that  

Letter of transmittal 

Minister Yurek: 

In a mandate letter I received from Minister Phillips on June 8, 2019 (Appendix A) I was asked to provide the government with advice 

and recommendations by July 20, 2019 on how to improve recycling through the Blue Box Program and better manage plastic 

pollution. 

This report is a product of a series of meetings I had the honour to facilitate between representatives of the municipal sector and the 

producer sector over a period of six weeks during the months of June and July 2019. 

This report is designed to assist you in developing a path forward. This public policy journey will require careful implementation over 

a reasonable timeline to ensure continuity of service for residents and effective and efficient delivery of sound economic and 

environmental outcomes. 

I was not able to meet with all those who asked but did receive valuable input from a broad range of stakeholders. Some of that input 

is reflected in the body of this report but ministry staff have a complete record of the submissions received and I know they will draw 

upon that input as they work with you to develop the next steps in this process. 

This is a very complex issue and I thank all those who participated in this process for helping to identify areas of consensus and areas 

which will require further work. I particularly want to thank the staff of the Resource Policy Recovery Branch who helped gather the 

background information, worked tirelessly to help prepare the meeting materials and put in the extra effort to deliver this report on 

time. 



This report, and the six-week mediation process that preceded it, is only one small step in a complex process which will require the 

co-operation and input of literally hundreds of municipalities, Indigenous communities, producers, haulers and processors. But, based 

on the participation of those involved in this process, and others with whom I spoke, I believe there is a strong momentum and 

genuine will to succeed. 

While engaged in these consultations I was also pleased to hear the commitment and interest of family, friends and work colleagues 

when they learned of my involvement in this project. Many people told me stories of going on trips to some states south of the border 

and being surprised that there is not an option to recycle waste. They spoke with pride about the Ontario blue box. I also heard from 

other Ontarians that the Europeans have strong targets for waste diversion that could be considered in Ontario. The culture of wanting 

to do good for the environment is strong in Ontario and this sense of pride and commitment to the Ontario Blue Box program by all 

citizens will be important for the ongoing success of our recycling efforts. 

We have a unique opportunity to help rebuild the blue box. Citizens value the blue box program and want to do their part to reduce 

waste. Producers embrace responsibility for the packaging they produce. Municipalities are ready to transition blue box programs. 

People of goodwill are ready to take the next steps. I hope you find this report helpful. 

Thank you for the opportunity to make a contribution. 

David Lindsay 

July 20, 2019 

Executive summary 

The people of Ontario are committed to doing their part to keep our communities clean and protect our environment and wildlife. 

They recognize that we create too much waste and don’t recycle enough. They want products and packaging that result in less waste, 

and they want to do their part in diverting waste from landfill. They believe that every time they put something in the blue box, they 

are reducing litter and waste and improving the environment. 

However, with the rapidly evolving mix of printed paper and packaging, the materials that go into the blue box have changed. The 

economics of blue box recycling are more challenging than ever before. As a result, Ontario’s recycling rates have been stalled for 15 

years and up to 30 percent of what is put into the blue box can sometimes be sent to landfill. Ontario’s blue box system needs creative 

and sustainable solutions if it is to continue to have Ontarians' confidence and pride as a world-leading recycling system. 



Making producers responsible for the waste generated from their products and packaging is a key commitment of this 

government’s Made-in-Ontario Environment Plan. Municipalities and producers agree that producers are best suited to find innovative 

and cost-effective ways to divert the printed paper and packaging they use. 

New regulations are needed to move the blue box program to producer responsibility, however, some outstanding issues need to be 

addressed before the province can set the stage for an effective transition. 

This mediation process was established to help the municipalities and producers see past prior disputes and re-focus on solutions for a 

successful transition to producer responsibility. 

Seven key issues were identified for discussion by the parties: 

 A measured timeframe for transition 

 Ensuring a common collection system 

 Transitioning municipal assets 

 Standardizing what’s in the blue box 

 Determining eligible sources for blue box materials 

 Setting effective diversion targets 

 Promoting increased diversion from landfill 

Parties were able to achieve consensus in many areas, and some topics will need more time than was available to reach agreement. 

Based on the consensus achieved, and on the conversations and perspectives shared by all participants in this mediation process, I am 

providing the province with recommendations that will help inform a planned, successful transition to producer-run recycling services 

for Ontarians. 

Transitioning the blue box program will be a multi-stage process that will involve many opportunities for stakeholder and public input. 

This mediation process is only the first step to identify and develop a common understanding of key operational issues that need to be 

addressed to provide a clear path forward for transition. After this mediation process, the province will need to consider the advice 

given and chart a path for blue box transition that will include further public consultation. 

A measured timeframe for transition 

A clear and consistent timeline is needed to make it easier for all parties to effectively manage change. 

https://www.ontario.ca/page/made-in-ontario-environment-plan


Recommendations 

 Transition should occur over a six-year period according to the following approximate timelines (i.e., from 2019 through 

2025): 

o Before the end of 2019: Minister issues transition direction to Stewardship Ontario outlining the timeline for transition. 

o Over a one to one-and-a-half-year period (e.g., 2019-2020): Government consults on, and finalizes, regulations that 

specify how the blue box will move to producer responsibility. 

o Over a two-year period (e.g., 2021-2022): Producers prepare to assume responsibility for the blue box and engage all 

parties, including municipalities and service providers. 

o Over a three-year period (e.g., 2023-2025): Phased transfer of responsibility from municipalities to producers that 

transitions a similar amount of waste over each year. 

 The province should provide transition direction and begin gathering the necessary information as early as possible to help all 

parties plan for the new producer responsibility framework. 

 The province should issue a consultation document to provide additional information and clarification when consulting on the 

draft regulations. 

 To provide the certainty needed to kick-start planning for transition, the timeline should provide early notification of the 

government’s plan for producer responsibility, expedited development of producer responsibility regulations, and sufficient 

time for municipalities and producers to prepare. 

Ensuring a common collection system 

The province has been clear that transitioning the blue box to full producer responsibility must not negatively impact the recycling 

services that the people of Ontario use every day. 

Recommendations 

 Regulations should maintain blue box collection as an essential part of any collection system, but also allow producers the 

flexibility to collect some packaging through other methods. 

 Taken together, the blue box and other methods will create a common collection system that will give producers access to the 

materials they need to recycle and will ensure that the people of Ontario have uninterrupted service across the province during 

the transition period. 



 The regulation-making process will determine how this collection system is to be established. The complexity of doing so 

should not be underestimated, which is why I recommend that the first step must be to collect and analyse the information on 

the existing blue box and recycling system in Ontario. This information could include: 

o Programs and collection methods operated by municipalities. 

o Populations serviced by blue box programs. 

o Expiry of municipal collection contracts and lifespan of waste facilities. 

o Municipal readiness to transition. 

o Location of waste transfer, sorting and processing facilities. 

o The volumes and flows of collected printed paper and packaging. 

 The province should consider retaining expert advice to analyse the collected information and provide a recommendation on 

how best to proceed with transitioning services. This information will inform regulation development and facilitate producer 

preparation. 

Transitioning municipal assets 

Municipalities have made significant investments in facilities and equipment to collect, sort, transfer and process blue box materials. 

As producers develop an efficient province-wide collection system, some municipal infrastructure may no longer be needed. The 

certainty on timing and the ability for municipalities to fairly bid in a competitive process on future services for producers was key to 

achieving consensus on how to deal with transitioning municipal assets. 

Recommendations 

 Parties agreed that if producers are given full responsibility and accountability, they must have control to decide which assets 

will be used in a future collection and management system. Producers should not be forced to use, or pay for, municipal assets 

they do not need. 

 Parties agreed that municipalities must be able to bid fairly on future services for producers, and municipalities may decide 

whether, and how, their existing assets may be part of their bids. 

Standardizing what’s in the blue box 

It should be easier for Ontarians to understand what’s recyclable and what’s not. A common collection system should have a standard 

list of materials. 



Recommendations 

 Regulations should make producers responsible for all printed paper and packaging they put into the market by setting clear 

goals for diversion from landfill, but they should provide flexibility for producers to identify the best way to achieve these 

goals. 

 Regulations should establish a standard list of blue box materials that must be collected through blue boxes across Ontario, and 

also allow producers to use other methods to meet or supplement diversion requirements. 

 Regulations should establish a transparent process that will allow producers to change which materials are collected in the blue 

box versus other methods. 

 Producers should be encouraged to use other methods to divert materials that cannot be recycled by the blue box or that might 

contaminate collected materials. 

Determining eligible sources for blue box materials 

Ontarians generally associate blue boxes with curbside or depot collection, but in most communities the blue box program extends to 

multi-residential buildings, some businesses, and sometimes parks and other public spaces. Transition must consider whether and 

when it makes sense for producers to be responsible for blue box services beyond curbside or depot collection. 

Recommendations 

 Producers should provide blue box collection wherever it was provided by municipalities or Indigenous communities as of a 

specified date, and going forward they will provide blue box service for new residential developments. 

 After completing transition, producers should gradually expand collection in multi-residential buildings, as well as parks and 

public spaces where municipalities provide waste collection. 

 Blue box services should not be expanded to industrial, commercial and institutional establishments as these facilities already 

have their own waste servicing arrangements and existing contracts for diversion. In addition, recycling in these facilities is 

covered by a different regulatory framework at this time. 

 It is important that Ontarians have similar opportunities to recycle whether they are at home, work or out in public. The 

province should review and modernize the regulatory framework for industrial, commercial and institutional facilities to 

improve overall diversion rates in Ontario and to better align the kinds of materials recycled in this sector with the materials 

that are recycled through the blue box. 

Setting effective diversion targets 



Regulated and enforceable targets are necessary to set a level playing-field and ensure that the blue box system strives to achieve 

meaningful environmental outcomes. 

Recommendations 

 A single, overall blue box target is neither workable nor effective. The province should consult to identify specific targets for 

different types of printed paper and packaging material. 

 The categories should be specific enough that they can be used to identify materials that have low diversion rates, so that 

action can be taken to improve diversion. 

 The province should set targets that will drive diversion and challenge the ingenuity of Ontario’s industry to innovate and find 

new efficiencies and cost-savings. 

 Targets should progressively increase over time to ensure that Ontario’s recycling services continue to innovate and evolve. 

Promoting increased diversion from landfill 

What goes in the blue box should be reused or recycled – and not go to landfill. A producer-run blue box system must motivate 

producers to maximize reuse and recycling, while leaving room for innovative ways to divert emerging and problematic materials 

from landfill. 

Recommendations 

 Reduce, reuse, recycle should count as diversion. That is, processes that continue to make materials available as a resource for 

new products or packaging should be considered diversion. 

 Incineration and energy-from-waste should not count as diversion. 

 Don’t lose sight of the first R – reduction. Where feasible, producer responsibility regulations should recognize and reward 

producers for reducing waste and improving their environmental performance. 

Thinking bigger than the blue box 

The transition of the blue box to producer responsibility is an opportunity for additional actions to increase waste diversion, reduce 

litter, and build a recycling economy in Ontario. 

Recommendations 



 Co-ordinated, province-wide promotion and education is critical to build upon our blue box culture, reduce litter, and make 

waste reduction a part of everyday life. 

 Ontario should take strong action to reduce plastic pollution and be a voice for decisive, focused, and co-ordinated action at 

both the national and international level. All parties must not lose sight of the fact that packaging is only one part of our 

plastics problem. 

 The province should ensure that all ministries work together to develop a collaborative plan for Ontario to become a leading 

jurisdiction for innovation and economic growth in the recycling industry. 

1. Introduction 

The people of Ontario are concerned about waste. 

Ontarians take great pride in their natural environment and are dismayed when they find litter and plastic waste polluting our parks 

and waterways. 

Residents want to create less waste and see the waste they do create recycled into new products. But the goods they use every day 

often can’t be reused, are confusing to recycle, or end up in the environment or a landfill. Ontarians want to take meaningful action to 

keep plastic and litter out of our environment, and they want those responsible for the products and packaging to take real steps to help 

them do this. They believe that recycling should be convenient, accessible, and understandable. I think they’re right. 

The people of Ontario are not alone. Global momentum is building as governments, businesses, and citizens look to reduce waste, 

increase diversion, and improve how we recycle. 

Major multi-national corporations have adopted strong commitments to make their products more recyclable and make the use of 

plastics more sustainable. Governments around the world are looking at ways to drive permanent shifts in behavior that make 

recycling systems self-sustaining and our economies more competitive. 

Producer responsibility is an essential tool for changing waste into a resource that can be reused and recycled into new and valuable 

products. 

Making producers responsible for the waste generated from their products and packaging is a key commitment of this government’s 

Made-in-Ontario Environment Plan. 



When producers – the companies that design, create, and market products and packaging – are responsible for diverting the waste 

from their goods, they have incentives to redesign their products, make them easier to recycle, and use more recyclable materials. 

Producers can reintegrate these wastes into new products from reliable streams of recovered materials. 

Ontario is home to the world’s first curbside recycling systems. The blue box program began in Kitchener in 1981 and over the last 38 

years the program has become a source of pride for Ontarians. Municipalities and Indigenous communities across Ontario deliver the 

blue box services, funding 50 percent of the program costs. Producers fund the other half. 

All parties agree that it is time to transition the blue box to producer responsibility. This way, producers can build on our history of 

curbside recycling to make services more efficient, return materials back into the economy, and reach our common goals to reduce 

waste and increase recycling. Municipalities and Indigenous communities will continue to have access to recycling programs that help 

residents send less to landfill. 

New regulations are needed to move the blue box program to producer responsibility, however, some outstanding issues need to be 

addressed before the province can set the stage for an effective transition. 

I was retained by the province to act as an impartial mediator to foster discussion and help producers, municipalities and other 

stakeholders move closer to or reach agreement on key issues. I was also tasked with providing advice on how these issues may be 

best addressed to ensure our recycling system is more consistent, reliable and cost-effective for Ontarians. This report contains my 

findings and recommendations on both the blue box mediation and broader improvements to recycling in Ontario. 

Over the course of these discussions it became clear that improving the blue box program is bigger than landing the next steps for the 

transition to producer responsibility. It is an economic opportunity for our province. All participants agreed that the waste generated 

here in Ontario has the makings of an important economic resource. When we do it right, the transition of the blue box program will 

support innovation, job growth, and a strong recycling economy in Ontario. 

The people of our province want to do their part in finding solutions to some of our most pressing environmental concerns, including 

the issue of plastic litter and waste, and they believe that optimizing the blue box program is a part of the solution. 

They believe that every time they put something in the blue box they are reducing litter and waste and improving the environment. I 

think these expectations are reasonable and commendable. Ontario’s government, municipalities and industry are committed to doing 

more with waste and demonstrating leadership in recycling. 



We must recognize the complexity of transitioning the blue box to producer responsibility. 

Municipalities, producers and residents all want to make sure that this transition not only maintains continuous blue box service, but 

also sets up the system to create better recycling outcomes and divert more materials from landfill. 

2. Where Ontario is now – background on the blue box 

I was proud to learn that the blue box is an Ontario innovation. Throughout the mediation process, I was impressed at the ingenuity 

and commitment of municipalities and businesses in pioneering recycling in Ontario. 

Ontario’s municipalities set up the word’s first curbside recycling systems, beginning in Kitchener in 1981. This sparked demand for 

curbside recycling across the province and other municipalities followed suit. In 1994, the province issued Ontario Regulation 

101/94 which requires municipalities with a population of at least 5,000 to operate blue box services. 

Curbside collection in Ontario 

Ontario Regulation 101/94 under the Environmental Protection Act sets out requirements for municipalities to establish and operate 

curbside blue box programs to collect five standard materials including newspapers, glass bottles/jars, steel cans, aluminium cans, 

plastic PET bottles as well as a minimum of two other materials e.g., boxboard, cardboard, fine paper, plastic film, rigid plastic). In 

2017 the Blue Box Program recovered 61.3 percent of blue box materials. 

Financial support was formalized through the Waste Diversion Act, 2002, which required producers of printed paper and packaging 

managed by the blue box to fund up to 50 percent of municipal net operating costs. This arrangement, operationalized by the Blue Box 

Program Plan, remains in effect to this day under the Waste Diversion Transition Act, 2016. The producers’ funding obligation for 

2019 is $126.4 million. 

At the mediation table, I heard strong agreement that the time is right for the blue box to evolve. Participants agreed that recycling has 

changed since these systems began in the early 1980s. The blue box needs to be modernized to address today’s demands and 

challenges, and to set the stage for this province to benefit from the resources in our waste. 

Our diversion rates have stalled 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/940101
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/940101
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90e19
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/16w12


The people of Ontario expect the blue box program to keep printed paper and packaging out of their communities and environment. 

Ontario’s blue box program used to be a world leader. But blue box diversion rates have stalled around 60 percent for more than a 

decade. That’s a system-wide number averaged across all materials collected. For some hard-to-recycle materials, the diversion rate 

can be less than 10 percent of what was supplied into Ontario; for these materials, a lot of this packaging is ending up in our landfills 

or our environment. 

Printed paper and packaging materials have evolved 

Ontario Regulation 101/94 – the regulation that sets the minimum collection list – hasn't changed since 1994, but the materials we 

want to divert every day have evolved. For many items, glass or steel containers have been replaced by plastics. And as packaging has 

evolved, much of it has become harder to recycle by traditional methods. 

From collection to contaminant: Materials that cause problems for blue box systems 

Black Plastic: Many recycling systems cannot sort and remove black plastics. 

Plastic Films: Films, wraps, and bags can disrupt recycling equipment and are costly to recycle. 

Laminates: Packaging made up of multiple layers of different materials is difficult to recycle. 

Polystyrene: Foam-based food packaging is often too lightweight and too soiled for cost-effective recycling. 

The economics of recycling have changed 

Selling collected materials was supposed to cover the costs of recycling. Changes in markets for collected materials, however, make 

this a challenge. Whereas newspaper was once the mainstay of blue boxes across the province, the digital revolution has vastly 

reduced the volumes and markets for newspaper in North America. Plastic films are expensive to recycle and revenues do not cover 

costs. Adjusting for inflation, the average cost of recycling a tonne of blue box materials increased by 50 percent from 2003 to 2017. 

Today, materials are sent across the world for processing. This means that municipalities are affected by the ups and downs of 

economic events well beyond their borders. 



Some countries are restricting the import of recyclables. China banned 24 materials from being imported for recycling, effective 

January 1, 2018. As China represents the largest end-market for the world’s scrap materials, this ban has created cost pressures for 

blue box programs as municipalities have limited options for processing their collected materials. As part of the ban, China also 

announced a new 0.5 percent contamination rate standard for materials which it will accept. Contamination rate refers to the 

percentage of non-grade or resin-specific materials that are contained in the bale or container of materials. 

When foreign jurisdictions restrict imports of collected materials or require higher-quality materials, as was recently done in China, 

municipalities can be left with materials they can’t sell. One oily pizza box can make a bale of paper too contaminated to recycle. If 

Ontario is going to continue to run the blue box system, it needs to be cleaned up so that the materials it collects can go back into our 

economy. 

Price Drop: Impact of import restrictions on prices for recyclables 

Price Changes for Blue Box Materials 2017-2019 

Material Price Change 

Plastic film -62% 

Newspaper -53% 

Corrugated cardboard -52% 

Aluminum cans -21% 

The people of Ontario want to do more 

Building confidence in recycling is about building a better blue box. Participants in the mediation recognized that the people of 

Ontario want to recycle as wide a range of printed paper and packaging as possible – not only the materials they grew up recycling but 

also the ones they generate today. But in some cases, up to 30 percent of what’s collected in some blue boxes can be sent to landfill. 

Citizens are confused as to why they can’t use the blue box to recycle the same materials in different communities. Residents want to 

know that what goes in the blue box gets recycled. They want their recycling efforts to have environmental benefits and economic 

value. We need to clean up the blue box so that the people of Ontario can be confident that when they recycle they are diverting waste 

from landfill. 



Consistency is key: Managing a take-out coffee cup in Ontario 

Municipality Paper Cup Plastic Lid 

Hamilton Green bin Garbage 

Burlington Green bin Blue box 

Mississauga Garbage Garbage 

Toronto Garbage Blue box (black plastic not accepted) 

Markham Blue box Garbage 

Both municipalities and producers recognize the opportunity to create new markets for recyclables here in Ontario. By collecting 

higher quality materials – with less contamination – we can make recyclables more valuable. As collected materials become worth 

more, recyclers will invest in the infrastructure needed to recycle more right here in Ontario. 

3. Where Ontario wants to go – producer responsibility 

Producer responsibility 

Making producers responsible for diverting waste is based on the idea that the companies that design, create, and market products and 

packaging are in the best position to divert these materials when they become waste. By diverting products and packaging, producers 

keep materials in the economy to be used in new products or processes – rather than landfill. 

Ontario has the legislation needed to make producer responsibility a reality. Both municipalities and producers support the province’s 

policy direction to transition the blue box to producer responsibility under the Resource Recovery and Circular Economy Act, 2016. 

This act allows for the province to revitalize the blue box by creating regulations that specify how producers must manage the printed 

paper and packaging they sell or distribute in Ontario. 

Producers can help people keep waste out of their environment and their landfills 

Most residents want to recycle more and send less to landfill. When producers are responsible for diverting their products and 

packaging, residents benefit from more opportunities to recycle. Producer responsibility will make producers legally responsible for 

providing consistent, convenient, and accessible recycling options for the residents that use their products and packaging. 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/16r12


The people of Ontario understand that they have a big role to play in diverting the right materials and keeping recycling streams clean. 

Producer responsibility would harmonize what can be recycled across different communities, so producers can have consistent, 

reliable, and clean streams of recyclable materials. A more co-ordinated and integrated province wide system will allow for better 

education and awareness, so Ontarians can more easily understand what materials to put in the blue box. 

Municipalities recognize that producers can control costs and deliver good services 

Municipalities want to see more waste diverted from landfill. They recognize, however, that costs are increasing, and they have no 

control over the materials that end up in the blue box. Municipalities support shifting responsibility to those that can control how 

packaging is designed and maintain the consistent, high-quality services their citizens have come to expect. 

Producers see more responsibility as a strategic economic shift 

Producers accept that taking on more responsibility means they will pay more to recycle their printed paper and packaging. Producers 

support this shift, however, because it gives them full control, from design and production all the way through to collection and 

recycling. 

Producers are willing to take on new responsibilities and costs because this full control is part of a long-term strategy that allows them 

to innovate, compete, and reduce costs. They want producer responsibility applied broadly and fairly, to create a level playing-field 

where innovators are rewarded for their efficiencies and free-riders are penalized for not following the rules. 

Making producers responsible for blue box materials can help drive changes in packaging design, use and recycling. When producers 

are responsible for collection, sorting, and diversion, they have the financial incentive to make their products as efficient to manage as 

possible. 

This can result in producers designing packaging that uses fewer problem materials, that is easier to recycle, and that contains more 

recyclable content – because when packaging is easier to recycle, it saves them money. Taking control of how their products and 

packaging are managed when they become waste can drive them to make collection and processing more efficient. 

Improving product design: producers facilitating recycling 

In the past, the composition of different resin types contained in Unilever’s deodorant sticks prevented them from being recycled. The 

company worked with the Association of Plastic Recyclers to modify the packaging for its deodorant sticks in order to make them 



recyclable. By adjusting the proportion of polypropylene to other plastic resins, deodorant sticks can now be recycled in Canadian 

recycling programs. 

Producer responsibility will help producers meet their national and international commitments 

The mediation sessions revealed that many producers have adopted international commitments to reduce problem plastics, increase 

plastic recycling, and use more recycled plastics in new products. 

Producers and businesses associations, such as Unilever, PepsiCo, Nestlé, Procter and Gamble, and the Food and Consumer Products 

of Canada have endorsed the Ellen MacArthur Foundation’s New Plastics Economy Initiative that sets broad goals for reducing plastic 

waste and increasing recycling. Many also have their own strategies, such as Walmart Canada’s Charter on Plastics and Loblaw’s 

commitments to achieve national diversion rates of 80 percent at corporate stores and 95 percent at distribution centres by 2030. 

The blue box program reaches 95 percent of Ontario’s households. This coverage is a competitive advantage for companies that need 

to recover their printed paper and packaging waste and makes Ontario an attractive place to meet their diversion needs. 

Global momentum: the new plastics economy initiative 

The Ellen MacArthur Foundation launched the New Plastics Economy Global Commitment in 2018 to create "a new normal" for 

plastic packaging. The targets, to be reviewed every 18 months, include: 

 Eliminating problematic or unnecessary plastic packaging and moving from single-use to reusable packaging models. 

 Innovating to ensure 100 percent of plastic packaging can be easily and safely reused, recycled, or composted by 2025. 

 Circulating the plastic produced, by significantly increasing the amounts of plastics reused or recycled and made into new 

packaging or product. 

4. Mediation process 

Producers and municipalities have a long history of working together to deliver and fund blue box services. While participants 

recognized that this relationship has its ups and downs, there is strong consensus from all sides about the need to move the blue box 

program to producer responsibility and to do so in a timely manner – it is time for change. 



Unfortunately, annual disputes over blue box costs led to tensions between producers and municipalities that stood in the way of 

moving to producer responsibility. In the past, this made it difficult to resolve some of the key issues about when and how to transition 

the blue box. 

This mediation process was established to help the parties see past their disputes and re-focus toward solutions for a successful 

transition to producer responsibility. In the brief consultation, I asked municipal and producer representatives to help us address seven 

broad questions and reach consensus on as many subjects as possible. footnote 1[1] Their participation and ongoing engagement will help 

ensure that transferring responsibility for blue box recycling from municipalities to producers is as smooth as possible. 

At the same time, it was equally important that the consultation process be transparent and clear to all. At the onset of this process, I 

hosted an open webinar for all interested stakeholders to attend and learn about the scope of the mediation and the seven questions that 

would be discussed. Additionally, although it was not possible to accommodate everyone around the mediation table, I was pleased to 

meet with individual municipalities, producers, haulers, processors, and other stakeholders, to ask for their perspectives and advice. I 

welcomed and invited written submissions from any stakeholders that wished to provide feedback and suggestions. Their input has 

been invaluable in helping to frame the discussions at the mediation table and to inform my final recommendations. 

As I facilitated the mediation sessions, it was apparent that producers and municipalities have made significant progress in finding 

common ground on transition. By and large, producers and municipalities are not far off and share more items of agreement than 

disagreement. Mediation was required to build consensus on a few outstanding issues needed to start the process of writing the 

regulations that will be the next big step in moving towards producer responsibility. 

Key issues addressed by mediation 

Transition concern Desired outcomes 

A measured timeframe for transition A clear and consistent timeline is needed to make it easier for all parties to effectively 

manage change. The transition process must provide for sufficient time and certainty for 

producers to prepare for their new responsibilities and for municipalities to transfer their 

recycling services to producers. 

Ensuring a common collection system The province has been clear that transitioning the blue box must not negatively impact the 

recycling services that the people of Ontario use every day. Municipalities and producers 

require certainty to ensure the transition avoids a patchwork of services, and that it creates 

an efficient and effective province-wide collection system. 

https://www.ontario.ca/#foot-1


Transition concern Desired outcomes 

Transitioning municipal assets Municipalities have made significant investments in facilities and equipment to collect, 

sort, transfer and process blue box materials. The transition process must allow producers 

to make decisions on whether they will use some of these assets to deliver efficient 

services while allowing municipalities time to repurpose them or develop other strategies 

that minimize impacts on municipal budgets. 

Standardizing what’s in the blue box It should be easier for Ontarians to understand what’s recyclable and what’s not. Blue 

boxes across the province should collect a more consistent set of materials to make 

recycling easier for citizens, make more efficient for processors, and more cost-effective 

for producers. 

Determining eligible sources for blue box materials We generally associate blue boxes with curbside or depot collection, but in most 

communities the blue box program extends to multi-residential buildings, some 

businesses, and sometimes parks and other public spaces. Transition must consider 

whether and when it makes sense for producers to be responsible for blue box services 

beyond curbside or depot collection. In a new producer-led system, producers may also 

identify innovative ways to collect materials. 

Setting effective diversion targets Regulated and enforceable targets are necessary to set a level playing-field and ensure the 

blue box achieves meaningful environmental outcomes. Targets must be measurable and 

achievable, striking a balance between the need to reflect existing diversion rates while 

driving real improvements. 

Promoting increased diversion from landfill What goes in the blue box should get recycled – and not go to landfill. A producer-run 

blue box system must motivate producers to maximize reduction, reuse and recycling, 

while leaving room for innovative ways to divert emerging and problematic materials 

from landfill. 

This intensive six-week process is only one step in a complex transition. To paraphrase the words of Winston Churchill, I would 

advise that this report should not be viewed as the beginning of the end. It is not even the end of the beginning. It is the beginning of 

the beginning. 

Transitioning the blue box program will be a multi-stage process that will involve many opportunities for stakeholder and public input. 

This mediation process is only the first step to identify and develop a common understanding of key operational issues that need to be 

addressed to provide a clear path for transition. After this mediation process, the province will consider the advice given and chart a 

path for blue box transition that will include further public consultation. 



Although my role as Special Advisor ends with the submission of this report, there will be many more opportunities for conversations 

to inform future decision-making. The transition will rely on stakeholder contributions at every stage to ensure its success. 

The challenge in this transition will be for the province to provide enough clarity and certainty of direction through regulations that 

will allow the municipalities and the producers to make informed decisions, but the process cannot be so prescriptive that it precludes 

flexibility and opportunity for innovation. We cannot make the blue box recycling program better if we don’t make room for process 

change and continuous improvement. 

5. Mediation results 

The mediation process identified a number of considerations and issues, some of which were touched upon in my mandate letter and 

others which were identified in submissions, through individual meetings, or during the course of the mediated sessions. The results of 

this consultation process are outlined in the following pages of this report. 

For each of the seven mediation topics, this section identifies the considerations discussed, areas where the parties agreed, and areas 

where consensus was not achieved. My recommendations are presented in section 6. 

5.1 A measured timeframe for transition 

A clear and consistent timeline is needed to make it easier for all parties to effectively manage change. 

The transition process must provide for sufficient time and certainty for producers to prepare for their new responsibilities and for 

municipalities to transfer their recycling services to producers. 

A measured and orderly transition will help ensure a balance between the need for comprehensive planning and sufficient progress so 

that Ontario’s producer responsibility approach has a solid foundation for an effective, competitive future. 

Considerations 

Transition is about producers taking operational control of delivering blue box services, and municipalities ending or transferring 

existing contractual relationships. 



Transition should be done in a way that does not disrupt blue box services. All parties need sufficient time to understand their 

regulatory obligations and their options for establishing contracts in an orderly manner. 

Transition should strike a balance to mitigate costs for all parties. A gradual handover of blue box operations to producers over a 

number of years, while at the same time steadily eliminating the existing shared funding program, can help producers better manage 

the take-up of these new costs. 

Areas of consensus 

The first major step would be Ministerial direction that sets out clear transition dates, and the beginning of the regulation development 

process. 

This regulation-development period would begin when the Minister issues direction to Stewardship Ontario and the Resource 

Productivity and Recovery Authority signaling when municipalities can start transferring responsibility to producers and when 

responsibility from all municipalities should be fully transferred. To achieve this transfer of responsibility two concurrent actions must 

occur: 

 Stewardship Ontario must develop a plan to gradually eliminate the shared funding program for blue box materials under 

the Waste Diversion Transition Act, 2016. 

 The province must put in place producer responsibility regulations for the blue box materials under the Resource Recovery and 

Circular Economy Act, 2016. 

The Minister has full discretion when to issue direction to Stewardship Ontario and the Resource Productivity and Recovery 

Authority. 

After the Minister has issued direction and set clear timelines, the regulation development process can begin. Parties would like to see 

finalized regulations by late 2020/early 2021. Although approval of final regulations is a government decision and is subject to several 

factors, parties agree that regulation-development should aim for completion by the end of 2020. 

Parties agree on actions that would be required to prepare to transition after finalizing the regulations; some actions may be concurrent 

with others: 

 Producers and service providers must register with the Resource Productivity and Recovery Authority. 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/16w12
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/16r12
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/16r12


 Municipal Councils need to review the final blue box regulations and indicate they will be ready to transition. 

 There is a need to align municipalities’ transition timing with the goals of having approximately one-third of the total blue box 

tonnage transition each transition year. 

 Although municipalities will identify when they prefer to transition, there are many factors to consider. What is crucial is 

providing certainty of timing. 

 Municipalities that did not get allocated to their preferred transition year will need to reconsider and re-plan their transition for 

the year they are allocated. 

 Producers will establish contracts to assume responsibility and: 

o allow municipalities to bid to provide collection services; 

o where not working with municipalities, arrange for collection services; and 

o arrange for post-collection services (producers may or may not work with municipalities for material management 

services). 

Parties agree that transition to the new producer responsibility framework should be staggered over three years, with approximately 

one-third of total blue box tonnage to transition in each of the three years. Parties agreed that determining which municipalities would 

transition in each 'third' would be a complex task and would require further consideration. Parties agreed that municipalities that have 

transitioned would no longer be bound by mandatory blue box program requirements under Ontario Regulation 101/94 under 

the Environmental Protection Act that requires them to run curbside recycling programs. As producers take over municipal programs 

they would have full responsibility for blue box materials under the Resource Recovery and Circular Economy Act, 2016. 

Areas without consensus 

Parties did not agree on the time required to prepare for transition, i.e., after finalizing the regulations but before producers begin to 

take responsibility. Perspectives ranged from one to three years. Several key concerns prevented consensus on this point: 

 There were differing opinions on how much preparatory work could overlap with regulatory development. It was noted that 

conversations would continue between producers and municipalities to assist producers’ preparations, but it was not known 

how concrete those conversations could be until details of the regulations were finalized and all parties understood the 

framework they would be operating in. 

 Similarly, there were differing expectations over the degree that producers would utilize existing municipal assets after 

transition, and the extent to which producers would need time to establish and contract new capacity. 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90e19
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/16r12


Although the parties agreed that approximately one-third of Ontario’s total blue box tonnage would transition in each year, parties did 

not agree on what criteria would be used to select the municipalities that would transition in each year. Municipalities could be 

selected based on clusters of geographic proximity, cost-effectiveness of operational logistics, readiness for transition e.g., expiry of 

waste management contracts, or municipal ability to end those contracts early), or other factors. The criteria used must result in 

transition groupings that are cost-effective and efficient to run. 

5.2 Ensuring a common collection system 

The province has been clear that transitioning the blue box must not negatively impact the recycling services that the people of 

Ontario use every day. 

Both municipalities and producers require certainty in the collection requirements that the regulations may set. Municipalities want to 

ensure there will be continuity of service for residents and how to communicate these expectations to residents; producers need 

certainty on their obligations in order to establish the collection system and provide the required service. This will help create an 

efficient and effective province-wide collection system. 

Considerations 

Producer responsibility should result in a convenient and effective collection system for collecting materials for recycling. This system 

would include a combination of the existing blue box collection and other collection methods, depending on future regulations. 

Regulations need to allow for competitive procurement of collection services so that producers can find the most efficient way to 

organize the collection system. Regulations must also contain sufficient requirements so that accessibility for residents is maintained. 

The ability for municipalities and others to compete to offer collection and processing services is key to achieving a cost-effective 

system; this competition should occur in the context of regulated requirements that result in a common level of collection services for 

Ontarians. 

Regulations need to ensure that residents who currently receive municipal blue box services will continue to receive collection 

services once transition occurs. It must be clear who will provide collection services and who procures the service for each 

municipality. The regulations would identify basic collection requirements across the province and outcomes that must be met. 

To meet their regulatory obligations, it is anticipated that producers will contract with producer responsibility organizations that will 

contract out services and fulfill producer regulatory obligations. There may be one or more producer responsibility organizations. 



As noted earlier, a staggered transition, based on producers accepting responsibility for collecting a proportional quantity of waste 

each year, reduces risk of service disruption by spreading the procurements over more time. Consolidating municipalities into 

collection clusters could improve efficiency and reduce costs – clusters could be geographically based, arranged by municipal 

readiness or a combination of other factors. 

Areas of consensus 

Parties agreed that a common collection system can result from clear regulatory requirements. 

Mediation participants recognize that Ontario’s producer responsibility framework enables more than one producer responsibility 

organization to exist for printed paper and packaging. 

There was concern around the table that the entrance of more than one producer responsibility organization could make transition 

complicated. Producers expressed concern that having too many moving parts during the transition phase could increase the 

complexity of taking on blue box services. Regulations would need to specify the outcomes – a common collection system – and the 

producer responsibility organizations would need to work together to achieve that goal without duplication or gaps in service. 

There was extensive discussion how duplication or gaps would be avoided; all parties agreed this was a complicated issue that 

required further time to identify a clear path forward. 

Areas without consensus 

While mediation participants agreed that blue box collection should be a common system, there was less certainty about what rules are 

needed to make it happen. Participants did not agree which clearly regulated outcomes would be required to allow stakeholders to self-

organize, or whether there would need to be more prescriptive regulated roles during the transition. 

Some participants strongly believe in allowing producers to self-organize with appropriate regulatory direction and incentives to 

deliver on outcomes. 

Some participants thought that a more directive approach would be needed. Without a body to direct collection or oversee the system, 

transitioning from a municipally-run blue box system to a cohesive and accessible producer-run system could be a challenge. The 

parties discussed whether, to facilitate this challenge, government should mandate a single producer responsibility organization for the 

duration of the transition period. 



5.3 Transitioning municipal assets 

Municipalities have made significant investments in facilities and equipment to collect, sort, transfer and process blue box materials. 

As producers develop an efficient province-wide collection system, some municipal infrastructure may no longer be needed. 

The transition process must allow producers to make the decisions they need to deliver an efficient service while promoting strategies 

that minimize stranded collection and recycling infrastructure. 

Effectively dealing with stranded assets is critical to ensuring a competitive and efficient market for diversion services that helps 

producers meet their obligations at the lowest cost and positions Ontario to be a North American leader in collection and recycling. 

Considerations 

Producers need choice in how they meet their obligations – they may choose to use some existing municipal facilities, while others 

may be unsuitable or unnecessary for producers to use in a larger, more regionalized recycling system. 

Transition should be undertaken in manner that mitigates municipal stranded assets since the remaining value of assets declines each 

year. For example, timing can help mitigate lost value for municipal assets, as wear and tear and general use over time means that the 

remaining value of these assets decline each year. 

Allowing municipalities to continue existing contracts or establish collection or management contracts on behalf of producers (if 

producers want) can reduce the risk of stranded assets. 

Areas of consensus 

Parties agreed that if producers are given full responsibility and accountability, they must have control to decide which assets will be 

used in a future collection and management system for blue box materials. 

Producers should be free to optimally design the future system, and should not be forced to use, or pay for, municipal assets they do 

not need. 



Parties agreed that municipalities must be able to bid fairly on future collection or processing services for producers, and 

municipalities may decide whether, and how, their existing assets may be part of their bids. 

A predictable and measured transition will provide clarity to both producers and municipalities. Clear timelines will help parties 

determine which assets may be needed or useful and will help mitigate the risk of stranded assets. 

5.4 Standardizing what’s in the blue box 

It should be easier for Ontarians to understand what’s recyclable and what’s not. Ontarians are given a different list of recyclable 

materials almost everywhere: at home, in the office, in schools, shopping malls, parks, and public spaces. 

Recycling across the province should be made consistent with a standard list of blue box materials that can be collected. This would 

make recycling easier for Ontarians, more efficient for processors, and more cost-effective for producers. 

Consistent, high-quality, high-volume streams get top dollar and attract recyclers. Standardizing what’s collected in the blue box can 

make Ontario’s waste streams more valuable and recyclers more efficient. This can foster economic opportunities and a make Ontario 

a global leader in recycling. 

Considerations 

Residents expect a standardized list that is easy to understand and that maintains or expands upon the materials they already recycle 

today. 

Collecting the same materials across the province can reduce contamination, improve sorting and support end-markets. Processors 

need sufficient and reliable volumes of specific waste materials to make investments in recycling technology cost-effective. 

Standardizing blue box materials helps them anticipate waste flows and plan for investments. 

Areas of consensus 

There should be a broad list defining all the printed paper and packaging materials that producers put into the Ontario market for 

which they should have responsibility. This list will likely be defined in regulations. 



The regulations will identify which materials on the list must be accepted for collection in blue boxes at home, regardless of whether 

they currently receive their blue box services curbside, in a multi-residential building, or at a depot. This standard list of blue box 

materials would be the same across Ontario so residents in every community that has blue box services would be able to recycle the 

same material. 

The standard list of blue box materials would likely exclude packaging materials that cannot be cost-effectively recycled through the 

blue box without potentially contaminating other collected materials. For these excluded materials, and to provide flexibility for 

producers, there should be the option for materials to be included in other collection channels. The regulations should not be too 

prescriptive or constrain producers in determining how to fulfil their obligations. For example, producers may set up a take-back 

system for their material instead of, or in addition to, participating in the blue box system. 

It is expected that the standard list of blue box materials should be adaptive as products, markets and technology change. Materials 

that currently may not be effectively managed under blue box may be considered in the future as collection and processing methods 

improve. The following principles should be considered when establishing the review process: 

 Regulations should set criteria for timing, and basis of mandatory reviews, instead of leaving it open and undetermined. 

 The standard list of blue box materials should be reviewed on a regular, frequent, and transparent basis. 

 Outcomes and decisions of the review should be clearly communicated to residents, governments and stakeholders. 

 Responsibility for undertaking the review should be clearly assigned; producer input should be a significant driver of the 

review process. 

The following are potential criteria that may be used when determining whether to change the standard list of blue box materials: 

 Clarity and ease of understanding for residents 

 Increasing the total amount of material recycled 

 Ease of recyclability for processors 

 Cost to manage 

 Availability of alternate recovery options 

 Reducing litter 

Notwithstanding the standard list of blue box materials, producers should have the opportunity for pilot projects to trial new collection 

and management approaches for other materials. 



Areas without consensus 

Although parties agreed that producers should have significant input and the freedom to innovate in reviewing the standard list of blue 

box materials and how those materials are managed, parties did not reach agreement on how the review process would be defined or 

what level of input or oversight there should be from other bodies. Producers want control over deciding what materials are collected 

via blue box, as part of their rationale for being made responsible for these materials. Municipalities expressed a desire for some third-

party oversight in list decisions. 

Getting it back: alternate collection methods 

In Ontario, Nespresso provides a red bag to allow customers to return used coffee capsules. Red bags can be returned via Canada Post. 

5.5 Determining eligible sources for blue box materials 

We generally associate blue boxes with curbside or depot collection, but in most communities the blue box program extends to multi-

residential buildings, some businesses, and sometimes parks and other public spaces. 

Transition must consider whether and when it makes sense for producers to be responsible for blue box services beyond curbside or 

depot collection. In a new producer-led system, producers may also identify innovative ways to collect materials. 

Considerations 

Many blue box materials are also generated by residents in privately-serviced residential buildings, municipal parks, public spaces, 

offices, and other sources. 

Expanding sources eligible for blue box collection could help improve diversion rates but also could result in an increase in program 

costs. 

Areas of consensus 

During the three-year staggered transition period, as producers assume responsibility from municipalities, producers would be 

required to provide blue box services to every place that received municipal blue box services prior to transition. 



For clarity – this means there would be no expansion of blue box services during the three-year staggered transition period. 

Once the three-year staggered transition is complete, blue box collection should gradually expand in multi-residential buildings, parks, 

and additional public spaces. This would expand access to recycling as well as provide producers with more freedom to optimize their 

blue box system and achieve economies of scale. 

Parties agreed that further discussions are needed to identify the right approach to implement producer responsibility for collection 

from these areas, to make sure efforts target the right materials for collection and limit the contamination of recyclables. 

Offices, institutions and other commercial sectors should not be included in a producer responsibility framework. 

Recycling in industrial, commercial and institutional facilities is governed by Ontario’s 3Rs Regulations under the Environmental 

Protection Act. Ontario Regulations 102/94, 103/94, and 104/94 require facilities to identify the amount and types of waste they 

generate, develop plans to reduce waste (and sometimes packaging), separate certain wastes at source and make reasonable effort to 

ensure that separated wastes are sent for reuse or recycling. In these sectors, waste generators - facility owners and operators - are 

responsible for source separating. 

Generator responsibility in the 3Rs Regulations could be an effective way to ensure recycling and diversion from these sectors; those 

regulations should be reviewed to ensure they align with and support the materials being diverted under the producer responsibility 

framework. 

Areas without consensus 

Parties have not landed on a timeframe for expanding producer responsibility to blue box materials from other sources. 

From bottle to bottle: Ontario's recycling industry 

Keeping collected materials in Ontario creates jobs and adds value to our economy. Ice River Springs, one of the largest water bottling 

companies in North America, has 5 facilities in Ontario employing 400 staff. The company currently purchases approximately 85 

percent of all polyethylene terephthalate (PET) captured through the blue box program in Ontario and can take even more. Ice River 

Springs turns material that was once discarded as waste into a renewed plastic bottle, manufactured using 100 percent post-consumer 

recycled content, which can be recycled repeatedly. Their in-house recycling system can maximize recovery rates and contributes to 

the development of recycled content products. 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90e19
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90e19


5.6 Setting effective diversion targets 

Regulated and enforceable targets are necessary to set a level playing-field and ensure that the blue box achieves meaningful 

outcomes. Targets must be measurable, achievable, and inspirational, striking a balance between the need to reflect existing diversion 

rates while driving real improvements. 

Considerations 

Targets should incent changes in packaging to improve recyclability and help address the broad problem of plastic waste and litter. 

Some materials (e.g., multi-layer packaging, some plastics) are more difficult to recover. Targets should drive achievable and 

meaningful environmental outcomes for problematic, hard-to-recycle materials, and push producers to improve recycling of, or make 

changes to, packaging materials over time. 

Areas of consensus 

A single overall target for all blue box materials was not seen as desirable or workable in an individual producer responsibility 

framework. There need to be material-specific targets to drive environmental outcomes, and these targets should progressively 

increase over time while continuing to pose an achievable challenge. 

Regulations will need to define how targets are measured and what material classes should be used. 

Areas without consensus 

Parties did not reach consensus on how to define or set the targets, or which specific materials or material classes should have targets. 

Parties suggested a variety of different ways to measure targets to show meaningful diversion. Weight is the most straightforward way 

of measuring diversion but may not necessarily be the ideal metric in the future. Defining the outcomes by emissions or energy may 

be viable metrics. Parties did not agree on a particular metric or combination of metrics. 

Other jurisdictions worldwide have already implemented, or committed to, high material-specific diversion targets. 



British Columbia: Overall target of 78% by 2022 

Materials Target footnote 2[2] Year 

Paper 90% 2020 

Plastic 50% 2025 

Rigid Plastic 55% 2022 

Flexible Plastic 20% 2022 

Metal 67% 2020 

Glass 75% 2020 

European Union 

Materials 2025 Target 2030 Target 

Paper/Cardboard 75% 85% 

Ferrous Metals 70% 80% 

Glass 70% 75% 

Aluminum 50% 60% 

Plastic 50% 55% 

Wood 25% 30% 

5.7 Promoting increased diversion from landfill 

What goes in the blue box should stay in the recycling stream – and not go to landfill. A producer-run blue box system must motivate 

producers to maximize reduction, reuse and recycling, while leaving room for innovative ways to divert emerging and problematic 

materials from landfill. 

Getting the most recycling from materials collected in Ontario not only helps us reduce landfilling, but also sets the foundation for a 

cost-effective and efficient recycling industry that drives continual improvement. 

Considerations 

Ontario’s limited landfill capacity and the impact of waste and litter on the environment is driving a need for innovative waste and 

recycling solutions. 

https://www.ontario.ca/#foot-2


Some chemical recycling or thermal treatment technologies provide a commodity that can be used in other products or packaging. 

These technologies should be viewed as recycling, as opposed to other approaches which use waste to create energy. 

Once recycling has been maximized, including chemical recycling, there may be a role for energy recovery using thermal treatment 

technologies. 

Reduction, reuse, and recycling should remain priorities over energy recovery. 

Public acceptance of many energy recovery technologies and facilities is a challenge and requires a robust and transparent framework 

and standards to build trust. 

Allowing waste to be used to create energy may be perceived as a reduced incentive to recycle – there may need to be limits placed on 

what materials, or how much, can be managed in this way. 

Areas of consensus 

Regulations should make reduction, reuse, and recycling the only activities that count towards diversion. 

Regulations should use the principle of "keeping the molecule in play". "Keeping the molecule in play" is about extending the life and 

use of materials as long as possible. Technologies and processes that "keep the molecule in play" to create new products should be 

recognized as diversion. 

Incineration and energy-from-waste should not count as diversion because these technologies involve the destruction of the molecule. 

All parties acknowledged that energy recovery will have a role to play in reducing the amount of waste that is sent to landfill after all 

efforts have been made to achieve reduction, reuse, and recycling. 

Targeting the first two Rs: Reduction and Reuse 

Loblaw has announced that it will bring Loop to Canada as a pilot in 2020. Loop, a program from Terracycle, partners with retailers 

and brands to create sustainable, reusable packaging for products in order to reduce packaging waste. The products are delivered in 

unique, reusable packaging and once they have been used, are returned to Loop for reuse. 



6. Mediation recommendations 

After a six-week mediation, the message was clear – all participants want to begin the transition process. Producers and municipalities 

agreed that moving the blue box to producer responsibility is an opportunity to improve recycling, reduce waste going to landfill, and 

put waste materials back into the economy for productive use. 

Through transition, Ontario has the chance to harness the innovation and knowledge of the private sector to create a recycling system 

that delivers uninterrupted services for residents, more efficient collection and management of materials, and more valuable end 

products that add value to our economy. 

The discussions around the table convinced me of both the need for immediate action and the importance of the task at hand. 

Producers will be responsible for delivering blue box services across Ontario. More than 240 municipal and Indigenous blue box 

services need to move to producer responsibility. More than 1,200 producers need to organize and prepare for their obligations. This is 

a complex process that needs time, a clear path forward, and multiple opportunities for consultation and engagement. 

I am confident the province can move quickly to set the wheels in motion and create a process that allows all stakeholders to work 

together for a successful transition. My recommendations on this path forward are outlined in the sections below. 

6.1 A measured timeframe for transition 

Clear direction from the province will help producers and municipalities plan for producer responsibility. 

I recommend that transition occur over a six-year timeline that includes early notification of the government’s plan for producer 

responsibility, expedited development of producer responsibility regulations, and sufficient time for municipalities and producers to 

set up the contracts they will need for an orderly transfer of responsibility. This will help provide the certainty needed to kick-start 

planning for transition. 

Phase 1: Minister issues transition direction 

Ontario should take clear steps to inform stakeholders of its plans for producer responsibility before the end of 2019. 



The Minister should signal Ontario’s intent to begin the blue box transition process by instructing Stewardship Ontario to develop a 

plan to eliminate the shared funding program and begin planning for producer responsibility. The Minister’s transition direction can 

identify key transition principles as well as timelines for the transition process. 

This direction will help give producers the certainty they need to start planning for producer responsibility and individual 

municipalities and Indigenous communities the signal to begin identifying when they would prefer to transition. 

Phase 2: Government finalizes regulations 

All parties agreed that the province should begin the regulation-drafting process as quickly as possible upon the issuance of the 

Minister’s direction to Stewardship Ontario. Plain language explanations and a clear articulation of government objectives should be 

included at every stage of the process. The province should issue draft regulations within a year of the Minister’s direction. The 

finalization of the regulations should be complete by early 2021 if not sooner. 

During the mediation process it was made clear to me that producers and municipalities need as much information as early as possible 

to make their decisions. It is imperative the province set legal requirements early so participants have maximum time to consider their 

roles in the new system. 

Regulations are required to set the rules for producer responsibility. These regulations will finalize the nuts and bolts of the producer 

responsibility system, including materials for collection, collection and recycling targets, environmental outcomes, service standards, 

and timelines. The province will need to consult widely, both as the regulations are being written and once drafts have been released. 

I recognize this timeline is both ambitious and aggressive. It is imperative that the common collection system is established as soon as 

possible to ensure a smooth transition without service disruption. 

Having the regulations complete as early as possible will help municipalities and producers manage complexity and expectations. I 

have faith in the capability and creativity of our public service to meet these timelines. 

Phase 3: Producers prepare for producer responsibility 

After regulations are finalized, producers and municipalities should have two years to prepare for when producers first assume 

responsibility from municipalities by the start of 2023. 



This is a very busy phase for producers. They need to decide how to organize themselves and administer responsibility. One or more 

producer responsibility organizations will have to incorporate and hire staff. Procurement also must occur, to run bid processes and 

award contracts to municipalities and other service providers. Decisions will need to be made to determine which party undertakes 

procurement and how all the parties interact. Waste transfer and processing networks need to be created and there may need to be 

investments in collection infrastructure to make sure producers are ready for producer responsibility. 

I recognize that preparing for producer responsibility is a complex process and appreciate calls for more time. With producers 

preferring three years and municipalities wanting one, this was the only stage where producers and municipalities disagreed on timing. 

But if the province issues early transition direction, puts regulations in place by 2021, and collects the right information to inform the 

process, parties should be ready to act decisively to make transition a reality. Some elements of preparation may even begin in 2020. 

Producers and municipalities have been discussing the transition for many years. Municipalities and producers will need to continue to 

work collaboratively for this transition to be successful. My experience as blue box mediator has shown me that Ontario’s 

municipalities and producers have significant common ground and are willing to work together in a spirit of openness and goodwill. I 

am confident this can continue as transition proceeds. 

I also am confident in the flexibility and adaptability of our private sector to learn from experiences implementing producer 

responsibility in other jurisdictions, such as British Columbia, and prepare for their obligations. I expect producers and municipalities 

would start preliminary conversations as soon as the Minister issues transition direction in late 2019. 

Phase 4: Municipalities transfer responsibility 

Municipalities should transition to producer responsibility over a three-year period, by 2025, transferring approximately one-third of 

Ontario’s blue box tonnage each year. Municipalities should hand over their responsibilities in groups to reduce disruption and ensure 

service continuity. 

Municipalities should be grouped to facilitate the creation of a common collection system across the province. These groupings should 

be determined by criteria set out in regulation, informed by further data and analysis as identified in 6.2 below. 

Recommendations 

 Transition should occur over a six-year period according to the following approximate timelines (i.e., from 2019 through 

2025): 



o Before the end of 2019: Minister issues transition direction to Stewardship Ontario outlining the timeline for transition. 

o Over a one to one-and-a-half-year period (e.g., 2019-2020): Government consults on, and finalizes, regulations that 

specify how the blue box will move to producer responsibility. 

o Over a two-year period (e.g., 2021-2022): Producers prepare to assume responsibility for the blue box and engage all 

parties, including municipalities and service providers. 

o Over a three-year period (e.g., 2023-2025): Phased transfer of responsibility from municipalities to producers that 

transitions a similar amount of waste over each year. 

 The province should provide transition direction and begin gathering the necessary information as early as possible to help all 

parties plan for the new producer responsibility framework. 

 The province should issue a consultation document to provide additional information and clarification when consulting on the 

draft regulations. 

 To provide the certainty needed to kick-start planning for transition, the timeline should provide early notification of the 

government’s plan for producer responsibility, expedited development of producer responsibility regulations, and sufficient 

time for municipalities and producers to prepare. 

6.2 Ensuring a common collection system 

During the mediation, I found that participants were committed to the goal of providing continuous services for residents and fair 

access to recyclables for producers. 

Producers understand that the people of Ontario have come to rely on the blue box and view it as an important service. The transition 

process must ensure there is no fragmentation or gaps in service as producers take control. All communities must be transitioned 

fairly, regardless of their size, location, or density, with the result being convenient and accessible services for residents. 

Municipalities understand that Ontario has a long history of competition for waste collection. Many blue box services are currently 

delivered by the private sector. Producer responsibility must build on this market. The transition process must ensure that producers of 

all sizes can get the recyclables they need to meet their targets. 

Producer responsibility regulations should establish a common collection system across the province. This system should include a 

single blue box collection in each community, with supplementary collection channels or methods developed by producers to collect 

additional materials. 



While both producers and municipalities understood the benefits of establishing a common collection system during the transition 

period, there was less certainty about what rules are needed to make it happen. Many participants felt that clear rules and strong 

enforcement could create the legal environment that would ensure a common blue box collection system during transition. 

The province will need to make regulations that create the conditions for a common collection system that works in the public interest. 

This means regulating performance standards, so producers make blue box services convenient and accessible for the people of 

Ontario, including specifying the type and frequency of service. 

These regulations will also need to make blue box services fair for producers. Much like all energy generators use the same wires to 

get power to consumers, all producers will need access to the blue box to get the materials they need to meet their targets. Where this 

common blue box collection system is different from the electricity system is that the producers are paying. Producer responsibility is 

about producer say and producer control. A clear regulatory framework will be necessary to protect the public good of having a 

common collection system while providing sufficient flexibility and control to respect producers’ business needs. 

We know that producer responsibility regulations will need to set strong collection and recycling outcomes that drive producers to 

collect high volumes of material from all corners of the province. 

What else is needed is less clear. Regulations could set outcomes relating to providing open access to the blue box collection systems. 

We may need to consider consolidation and economies of scale during the transition phase. There may be a need to establish outcomes 

for collaboration, to make sure we don’t have multiple producer responsibility organizations operating separate collection services. 

The first step in creating the right rules is having the right information. Markets work best when all participants have access to the 

information they need to make informed choices. Improved data is necessary to help producers plan for blue box services, including 

ensuring full coverage of services across the province. With transparent information and access to data, most producers believe that 

they will be better placed to foster competitive markets and fair contracts for collection services. 

An orderly and measured transition must consider how much waste we generate and where we generate it to balance costs throughout 

the process. Knowing when municipal collection contracts expire and where printed paper and packaging go for recycling will help 

plan for continuity of service. Ontario must allow for time to gather and assess the state and location of waste facilities to make smart 

decisions on what is needed. Only then can the province know what type of rules are needed to ensure continuous service and access. 

This information is necessary to decide how municipalities should be grouped for transition and the factors that need to be regulated in 

a new market for recycling in Ontario. 



Information on current blue box operations should be consolidated and made publicly available. The province should also consider 

retaining experts to provide advice on how best to make blue box a shared public service for recycling printed paper and packaging in 

Ontario. 

The province needs information on how the blue box is working right now to assess the rules needed for an orderly transition. 

Producers need transparent and accessible information to make informed investments and business decisions. 

These are complex decisions and this six-week mediation process did not allow me to arrive at a recommendation for a best approach. 

But I do think that when both province and producers have access to the same information they can both make informed decisions on 

the best way to move forward. 

Once this information is assessed, the province will be in a better position to know what type of rules are needed and how to plan 

transition. 

Recommendations 

 Regulations should maintain blue box collection as an essential part of any collection system, but also allow producers the 

flexibility to collect some packaging through other methods. 

 Taken together, the blue box and other methods will create a common collection system that will give producers access to the 

materials they need to recycle and will ensure that the people of Ontario have uninterrupted service across the province during 

the transition period. 

 The regulation-making process will determine how this collection system is to be established. The complexity of doing so 

should not be underestimated, which is why I recommend that the first step must be to collect and analyse the information on 

the existing blue box and recycling system in Ontario. This information could include: 

o Programs and collection methods operated by municipalities. 

o Populations serviced by blue box programs. 

o Expiry of municipal collection contracts and lifespan of waste facilities. 

o Municipal readiness to transition. 

o Location of waste transfer, sorting and processing facilities. 

o The volumes and flows of collected printed paper and packaging. 



 The province should consider retaining expert advice to analyse the collected information and provide a recommendation on 

how best to proceed with transitioning services. This information will inform regulation- development and facilitate producer 

preparation. 

6.3 Transitioning municipal assets 

While I understand that this issue has raised some tensions and concerns in the past, it was less contentious at the mediation table. The 

clarity on timing of transition will allow municipalities to make informed decisions which will further reduce this concern. 

The parties were in broad agreement on this issue. I recommend that the Minister give considerable weight to this consensus. The 

certainty on timing and the ability for municipalities to fairly bid in a competitive process on future services for producers was key to 

achieving consensus on how to deal with transitioning municipal assets. 

Recommendations 

 Parties agreed that if producers are given full responsibility and accountability, they must have control to decide which assets 

will be used in a future collection and management system. Producers should not be forced to use, or pay for, municipal assets 

they do not need. 

 Parties agreed that municipalities must be able to bid fairly on future services for producers, and municipalities may decide 

whether, and how, their existing assets may be part of their bids. 

6.4 Standardizing what’s in the blue box 

Mediation participants agreed that producers should be responsible for the printed paper and packaging they put into Ontario, with 

flexibility to decide the best way to collect and recycle that material. A common collection system should have a standard list of blue 

box materials and the flexibility to collect materials through other channels or methods. 

This standard list of blue box materials will help ensure that what goes in the blue box can be recycled. The blue box system should be 

able to produce an uncontaminated, high-quality, high-value stream of recyclables that can find markets and be used in new products, 

keeping materials in the economy as long as possible. Recycling the same materials everywhere will help build a consistent stream. 

Ontario’s blue box list should also be adaptable. Producers and municipalities agreed the list should be open to evolution. The 

standard list of blue box materials should not prevent producers from finding new or innovative ways to fulfil their obligations. 



Producers should be allowed to decide the best way to get the recyclables they need to meet their targets. Producers should be allowed 

to use other channels or methods to collect their printed paper and packaging, where appropriate. Producers should also be able to 

evolve and change the standard list of blue box materials to reflect changes in packaging and new methods of collection. 

Any process that has the potential to change what goes in the blue box must be transparent, accessible, and have oversight. A list of 

materials set in regulations might not provide the requisite flexibility; I recommend that the regulations establish a flexible, 

transparent, and predictable listing and review process. 

Recommendations 

 Regulations should make producers responsible for all printed paper and packaging they put into the market by setting clear 

goals for diversion from landfill, but they should provide flexibility for producers to identify the best way to achieve these 

goals. 

 Regulations should establish a standard list of blue box materials that must be collected through blue boxes across Ontario, and 

also allow producers to use other methods to meet or supplement diversion requirements. 

 Regulations should establish a transparent process that will allow producers to change which materials are collected in the blue 

box versus other methods. 

 Producers should be encouraged to use other methods to divert materials that cannot be recycled by the blue box or that might 

contaminate collected materials. 

6.5 Determining eligible sources for blue box materials 

Municipalities and producers agreed that all communities that have blue box services must continue to have access to recycling during 

and after transition. This includes Indigenous communities that operate blue box systems. Multi-unit residential buildings, parks, and 

public spaces that currently receive blue box service should also be included. It was also understood that as new residences are built, 

these homes will be included in the producer responsibility system. 

Over time, the system should gradually expand to more multi-residential buildings, and to parks and public spaces where 

municipalities collect waste, to increase diversion and take advantage of efficiencies and economies of scale. Ontario needs to have a 

larger conversation about where and how to improve recycling, particularly in public spaces. Further data is needed to make sure 

public space diversion targets the right materials and results in viable recycling streams. 



Recycling outside the home is important to the people of Ontario. Ontarians get frustrated when offices, shopping malls, or institutions 

recycle in different ways from what they experience in their homes. 

The industrial, commercial and institutional sectors have their own regulations and arrangements for diversion. In these sectors, the 

3Rs Regulations make facility owners and operators responsible for source separating wastes. But diversion rates are low, and 

municipalities and producers agreed that the current rules, which are more than 20 years old, need to be updated. 

Ontario has committed to review the 3Rs Regulations and develop a recycling framework that applies low-burden, outcomes-based 

rules fairly across these sectors. 

Changes to the regulations for recycling in the industrial, commercial and institutional sectors should build on existing waste diversion 

and recycling practices in order to increase recycling rates. The types of industrial, commercial, and institutional facilities vary widely 

across the different sectors, making a one-size-fits-all approach to recycling unsuitable. The province needs to engage these sectors to 

develop recycling rules that target the right establishments and materials. 

A key objective in updating these rules should be that Ontario citizens see a better alignment between the materials they recycle at 

home and the materials collected at work, in commercial locations, and at institutions. 

Recommendations 

 Producers should provide blue box collection wherever it was provided by municipalities or Indigenous communities as of a 

specified date, and going forward they will provide blue box service for new residential developments. 

 After completing transition, producers should gradually expand collection in multi-residential buildings, as well as parks and 

public spaces where municipalities provide waste collection. 

 Blue box services should not be expanded to industrial, commercial and institutional establishments as these facilities already 

have their own waste servicing arrangements and existing contracts for diversion. In addition, recycling in these facilities is 

covered by a different regulatory framework at this time. 

 It is important that Ontarians have similar opportunities to recycle whether they are at home, work or out in public. The 

province should review and modernize the regulatory framework for industrial, commercial and institutional facilities to 

improve overall diversion rates in Ontario and to better align the kinds of materials recycled in this sector with the materials 

that are recycled through the blue box. 

6.6 Setting effective diversion targets 



An effective common collection system needs access to large volumes of high-quality materials. 

Regulated targets drive high recycling rates and can help create a recycling economy in Ontario. Targets for collection and recycling 

are important to making sure producer responsibility results in usable materials that can be used in new products and packaging. 

Regulated targets create competition for innovative and cost-effective collection and processing methods, unleashing the creativity of 

the private sector. 

Ontario’s producer responsibility rules need to work in harmony with those in other jurisdictions. This way producers should have a 

level playing-field and Ontarians can aspire to be a world-class recycling economy. Where possible, producer responsibility rules 

should include or reward the use of recyclable and recycled materials in packaging to promote recycling. 

Leading jurisdictions in Europe and North America have committed to high-level targets and timelines for specific-material types. As 

I noted earlier in my report, major multinationals have made commitments to sustainability, many of which involve targets for the 

recyclability of products and packaging. If Ontario is to achieve the best possible diversion outcomes, it should recognize and leverage 

these commitments in its target-setting. 

Our efforts need to be focused. Targets need to reflect the diversity of materials in the blue box system and the differences in how they 

are managed. For example, a target that includes all plastic packaging would rely on the highly recyclable PET bottles and ignores the 

low current diversion rates for plastic film or polystyrene. Detailed material-specific targets will help spark action on the materials that 

need it most. 

In determining how targets will be measured (e.g., weight, emissions, or otherwise), the province should consider metrics that will be 

relevant for years to come and tightly linked to the environmental and economic outcomes that the blue box system will deliver. 

Recommendations 

 A single, overall blue box target is neither workable nor effective. The province should consult to identify specific targets for 

different types of printed paper and packaging material. 

 The categories should be specific enough that they can be used to identify materials that have low diversion rates, so that 

action can be taken to improve diversion. 

 The province should set targets that will drive diversion and challenge the ingenuity of Ontario’s industry to innovate and find 

new efficiencies and cost-savings. 

 Targets should progressively increase over time to ensure that Ontario’s recycling services continue to innovate and evolve. 



6.7 Promoting increased diversion from landfill 

Ontario has a strong history with reducing, reusing, and recycling. Municipalities and producers remain committed to the 3Rs as one 

of the core principles for producer responsibility. 

Participants agreed that the province should make waste reduction a priority. Producers want to be recognized for the work they’ve 

done to reduce waste. And municipalities have often led the way in promoting waste reduction to the people of Ontario. 

The province should explore options that get the best environmental results. In some cases, reuse may be more energy-efficient and 

offer greater cost savings compared to recycling and remanufacture. The regulations should consider ways to recognize producers that 

have innovated to implement reusable packaging, and to incent others to make similar design choices. 

Regulations should be responsive to new advances in recycling technology. The province should use the principle of "keeping the 

molecule in play" when considering which recycling technologies should count as diversion. “Keeping the molecule in play” is about 

extending the life and use of materials as long as possible. Technologies and processes that go beyond traditional recycling methods to 

turn materials into new products should be encouraged. 

Technologies that involve the destruction of the molecule to create energy-from-waste should not count as diversion. However, there 

may be a role for this as part of the solution for diverting the amount of waste that is sent to landfills where reduction, reuse, and 

recycling efforts have been exhausted. 

Recommendations 

 Reduce, reuse, recycle should count as diversion. That is, processes that continue to make materials available as a resource for 

new products or packaging should be considered diversion. 

 Incineration and energy-from-waste should not count as diversion. 

 Don’t lose sight of the first R – reduction. Where feasible, producer responsibility regulations should recognize and reward 

producers for reducing waste and improving their environmental performance. 

7. Thinking bigger than the blue box 



The blue box helped create a culture of recycling in Ontario. We can build on this to do more to reduce waste, make recycling easier 

and reduce plastics and litter in our communities. 

A responsive, effective and efficient curbside recycling system has the potential to drive investment in new technologies and make 

Ontario a leader in the recycling industry. 

Mediation participants agreed – this transition, if done right, presents a unique opportunity to help clean up our communities, foster 

innovation, create good jobs and grow our recycling economy at home, in Ontario. 

Blue box is only one part of improving recycling in Ontario. 

Everyone around the mediation table agreed that Ontario needs to divert more waste from industrial, commercial and institutional 

facilities. And with diversion rates in our businesses and institutions reported at 17 percent, I agree. 

As I identified earlier in my report, these sectors have their own recycling rules, in the 3Rs Regulations. They also have their own 

networks for recycling waste. Some participants suggested that these factors make applying producer responsibility in these sectors a 

challenge, however, they all agreed that modernizing the rules for recycling in these sectors is of utmost importance. As noted earlier, 

these regulations should better align with the materials that go in the blue box to ensure a co-ordinated approach to recycling in 

Ontario. 

Improving recycling is about helping people do the right thing. 

Residents have a strong role to play in making the best use of waste materials. Co-ordinated, province-wide promotion and education 

is critical to build and strengthen upon our blue box culture and make waste reduction a part of everyday life. 

It is important that residents put paper and packaging in the right place when they generate waste. As we all know, that doesn’t always 

happen. Governments, producers, and the waste sector all play a part, and so do individuals. We need concerted efforts to change this 

behaviour. 

Residents have a role to play in rebuilding the blue box. When we recycle the right way, we increase diversion, reduce litter, and keep 

recycling streams clean. Strong producer responsibility targets will help drive producers to maximize diversion and help the public do 

the right thing. A standardized list of materials will reduce confusion and contamination. 



The promotion and education required as part of producer responsibility will raise awareness of where and how we can recycle. These 

are important steps. But it won’t be successful if residents don’t do their part. We must all work together to achieve success. 

When it comes to litter, we need to change behaviour before and after we generate waste 

Understanding why and where litter occurs is fundamental to keeping our communities clean. Municipalities have extensive 

experience in tackling litter; many have audits and studies that can help us better understand litter behaviour. The province should 

continue to work with the beverage industry to learn from their litter and public space recycling initiatives and pilot best practices in 

public spaces and parks. 

The province’s commitment for a province-wide litter clean-up day is another building block. The producers and municipalities 

around the mediation table expressed their support for these initiatives. I encourage the province to partner with producers and 

businesses to promote clean-up days to maximum effect, and co-ordinate with municipalities to build on their existing clean-up 

efforts. 

Recycling on the go: improving diversion in public spaces 

Manitoba’s producer-funded Recycle Everywhere Program promotes beverage container recycling away from home. More than 

60,000 recycling bins have been installed on streets, in parks, community centers, arenas and other public buildings around the 

province. The program has increased Manitoba’s beverage container recovery rate from 42 percent to 70 percent from 2010 to 2016. 

Coupled with a strong public education campaign, some communities have seen litter reductions as high as 87 percent since the start 

of the program. 

Ontario has a unique opportunity to show leadership on plastics 

We’ve all seen the reports of plastic in our oceans and harming our marine life. Up to 8 million tonnes of plastic enters the world’s 

oceans annually. Closer to home more than 80 percent of litter collected during volunteer shoreline cleanups is plastic waste. An 

estimated 10,000 tonnes of plastic debris enter the Great Lakes each year. 

Governments around the world have recognized the need to act. The European Union has issued a directive that sets a target of 

recycling 90 percent of all plastic beverage containers by 2029. They intend to mandate the use of more recyclable materials in plastic 

packaging and ban single-use products where alternatives exist. In 2018, G8 countries agreed to a challenge to address marine plastic 

pollution by managing plastics more sustainably throughout the whole life-cycle. 



Here in Canada, the federal government announced its intent to potentially ban harmful single-use plastics as early as 2021. The 

Canadian Council of Ministers of the Environment recently released Phase One of their Canada-wide Action Plan on Zero Plastic 

Waste. This first phase focuses on the design, use, collection, and recycling of plastics along with the development of markets for the 

recycled products. 

I urge the province to take strong action to reduce plastic pollution and to be a voice for decisive, focused, and co-ordinated action at 

both the national and international level, working co-operatively with the federal government and other Canadian jurisdictions. It is 

critical that residents and businesses are not faced with competing initiatives that create a confusing patchwork quilt of requirements 

and commitments. 

Improving the recycling of plastic packaging isn’t the only answer to our plastics problem, but it is certainly one of the most important 

solutions. Ontario’s blue box program reaches the most people and manages the most materials of any curbside program in Canada. 

Transitioning the blue box to producer responsibility is not only a chance for Ontario to get things right – it is also a chance to lead the 

way on recycling in Canada and abroad. 

Action on plastics must be comprehensive. We must recognize that packaging is only one part of the plastic problem. Packaging 

accounts for 47 percent of plastic waste in Canada and is one of the most frequently recycled plastic materials. In fact, plastic 

packaging makes up 88 percent of the recycled plastic resin that was used to make new products in 2016. This shows that recycling is 

critical to keeping plastics out of our environment. With the right steps toward producer responsibility, we can recycle even more. 

Single-use plastics include a wide variety of items, uses, and materials. Action on single-use plastics must be surgical to ensure these 

measures target the right product with the right requirements. Studies will help us understand where, when, and how these products 

are used, and that their alternatives are widely available and beneficial for our environment. The province, where possible, should act 

as a broker to link our university researchers with producers, the plastics industry, and recyclers to help get innovative and sustainable 

solutions to problem plastics into the market. 

Rethinking recycling: chemical recycling 

GreenMantra Technologies of Brantford, Ontario uses a chemical reaction to transform recycled materials, such as certain complex 

plastics, into higher value polymers. This process drives economic value by opening new applications and additional outlets for waste 

plastics where conventional recycling cannot provide an adequate solution. 



Ontario can reap the economic benefits of being a top recycler – if we have a co-ordinated provincial 
strategy 

Ontario’s residential waste collection systems manage literally hundreds of thousands of tonnes of waste. Our first objective should be 

to reduce that overall amount of waste; our second objective should be to reuse as much as possible; our third objective should be to 

recycle. It is at this third step – recycling – that we should think of this as mining resources out of the waste stream. Improving 

diversion from landfill and the efficiency of collection systems over time will create a volume of recyclable material that will be an 

input into the creation of new products, jobs and economies in Ontario. 

One of the things that surprised me was how much blue box plastic is recycled right here in Ontario. Under the right conditions, waste 

can truly be a resource. Ontario’s waste sector has the experience in collecting, managing and processing recyclables. 

Feedback from the mediation sessions indicated that Ontario’s waste management sector wants to invest in processing facilities and 

that producers are ready to help support those investments. Ontario can capitalize on the restrictions on the import of recyclables in 

Asia to become a leading processor for the Great Lakes region. It is imperative that Ontario establish the right conditions to capitalize 

on producer responsibility for the benefit of our economy. 

Building a recycling economy is broader than just producer responsibility. It is through the reclaimed and reused material that we can 

create increased economic opportunity. Investment in research and innovation to create the jobs from the recycled materials should be 

an interministerial responsibility. Garbage and recycling are not just an environmental issue – they are also economic opportunities. 

The province should ensure that ministries collaborate across government to develop a plan for how we as Ontarians might maximize 

the economic benefits of being a leading recycling jurisdiction. 

Recycling at home: keeping materials in the Ontario economy 

More than 99 percent of the plastics collected by the city of Toronto are sold to recyclers right here in Ontario, going to facilities in 

Shelbourne, Sarnia, and Toronto. Steel and glass collected by Toronto’s recycling programs are processed in Hamilton and Guelph, 

respectively. This is a prime example of recycling creating jobs and adding value to Ontario’s economy. 

Recommendations 

 Co-ordinated, province-wide promotion and education is critical to build upon our blue box culture, reduce litter, and make 

waste reduction a part of everyday life. 



 Ontario should take strong action to reduce plastic pollution and be a voice for decisive, focused, and co-ordinated action at 

both the national and international level. All parties must not lose sight of the fact that packaging is only one part of our 

plastics problem. 

 The province should ensure that all ministries work together to develop a collaborative plan for Ontario to become a leading 

jurisdiction for innovation and economic growth in the recycling industry. 

Conclusion 

In closing my report, I want to recognize those that helped me get here. The commitment of Ontario’s businesses and municipalities 

for a transitioned blue box program has been impressive and is highly commendable. Every person that attended the mediation 

sessions came willing to engage, question, answer, and discuss. The sessions were both collegial and thoughtful. I have enjoyed 

facilitating sessions and becoming immersed in the complex but fascinating world of waste management over a very intense six 

weeks. 

I know I am not alone when I say that Ontario is on the cusp of a once-in-a-generation opportunity to improve our environment and 

build our economy. I know this, because this was frequently expressed by the participants in the sessions. 

All participants agree that Ontario needs to make producers responsible for diverting their products and packaging. Municipalities are 

willing to transfer their recycling programs to producers. Some of the world’s largest companies are willing to take on the full cost of 

recycling to help us better control costs and improve products. This is all happening in the midst of a global focus on reducing waste 

and improving recycling. This is a unique opportunity for Ontario. The conditions are right to rebuild the blue box into a recycling 

system that will help us reduce waste, protect our environment, and contribute to our economy not only for us, but also for our 

children. 

At every stage of the mediation, I heard that transitioning to producer responsibility is bigger than the blue box. 

The people of Ontario expect pristine waterways and wilderness, so wildlife can thrive. They expect parks to be free of litter and 

garbage. Pride and respect for our natural environment is a part of the fabric of living in Ontario. 

It’s my opinion, however, that the people of Ontario want more than clean communities. They want a society that recycles more and 

needs fewer landfills. They want an economy that rewards competitors for avoiding waste and using waste materials to create new 



products. They want every opportunity to reduce waste; and where waste is unavoidable, they want products and packaging that are 

designed to be easier and cheaper to recycle. 

I think these expectations are fair and they are within our grasp. 

Moving the blue box to producer responsibility is a first step in an important path that will help rebuild the blue box, protect our 

environment, and build our economy. Landfills bury resources in the ground. Recycling returns them to productive use. I truly believe 

that, with the right steps to optimize our recycling systems, Ontario can become a leader in recycling. Ontario can be an attractive 

place for the recycling industry to invest, create jobs and compete nationally and internationally. 

Transitioning the blue box is a complex endeavour. The next steps will require considerable additional effort on the part of all 

participants. Given the commitment I have seen demonstrated by all participants during this process, I am convinced that Ontario’s 

blue box services and the broader waste management system will continue to improve and respond to changing technology and 

increasing demand by consumers for responsible packaging, enhanced recycling and waste diversion. 

Appendix A – Mandate letter 

Ministry of the Environment, Conservation and Parks 
Office of the Minister 

777 Bay Street, 5th Floor 

Toronto, ON M7A 2J3 

June 7, 2019 

Dear Mr. Lindsay, 

I would like to express my appreciation to you for agreeing to volunteer as a Special Advisor on Recycling and Plastic Waste to help 

the people of Ontario and their government tackle the serious problem of plastic pollution, a key commitment in the Made-in-Ontario 

Environment Plan. 



Ontario families take pride in doing their part for the environment. Ontarians are national leaders in reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions, and our own city of Kitchener was the birthplace of the world’s first Blue Box program. Knowing this, I was disappointed 

to learn that, while Ontario families do their part by diligently sorting their recycling, government and industry are failing them. 

Today, Ontario’s recycling rates have been stalled for 15 years and up to 30% of what is put into blue boxes is sent to landfill. Some 

of Ontario’s plastic litter and waste is being shipped across the ocean to the Philippines and Malaysia. Meanwhile, plastic and other 

litter is increasingly plaguing our parks, highways, rivers and lakes. 

This is unacceptable—both industry and government must do better. 

It is for these reasons I look forward to you providing advice on how to improve recycling through the Blue Box Program and better 

manage plastic pollution. 

In addition, I ask that your work be guided by the following public policy objectives: 

 Standardization across the province of what can be recycled in offices, parks, public spaces and homes; 

 Improve diversion rates and increase what materials can be recycled; 

 Reduce litter and waste in communities and parks; 

 Improve Ontario’s Blue Box program by requiring producers to pay for the recycling of the products they produce, through 

achieving producer responsibility; and 

 Maintain or improve frequency of blue box collection. 

When increasing diversion in the residential sector, consider how these policies can also enable diversion in the institutional, 

commercial and industrial sector. 

Your work will consist of two roles: a mediation role where you, as an impartial mediator, will foster discussion and help producers, 

municipalities and other stakeholders to move closer to or reach agreement on key issues; and an advisory role, where you will 

provide me with advice on how these issues may be best addressed to ensure Ontario’s recycling system is more consistent, reliable 

and cost-effective for Ontarians. 

To assist you in this work, I have also requested a jurisdictional review on how leading jurisdictions are employing innovative 

technologies to improve recycling efficiency and diversion rates for you to consider. 



The current Blue Box Program has been in place since the 1980s and had great early, world-renowned success in recovering 

residential printed paper and packaging for recycling. In recent years, however, waste diversion rates have stalled in Ontario and been 

surpassed in other provinces. Meanwhile the costs to operate the program are rising. 

While many countries used to take our recycled material, they are increasingly shutting their doors. In 2018, China launched “National 

Sword,” a policy which bans the importation of many recycled plastics and other materials – including from Ontario. This has resulted 

in increased recycling costs, increased material being sent to landfill, and more plastic litter and waste in our communities. 

Mandating producer responsibility will obligate producers across Ontario to pay for and manage their materials. It will also enable a 

single common list of what can be recycled across the province. This system is a cost-effective and accountable way to promote 

innovation and to make sure Ontarians’ recycling efforts are more effective, resulting in increased recycling and diversion rates. 

At the conclusion of your work, please provide me with a report that outlines where the parties reached agreement and your 

recommendation on how to address any outstanding issues by July 20, 2019. 

Thank you again for volunteering your time to help government and industry live up to the expectations of Ontarians when it comes to 

plastic pollution and recycling. 

Regards, 

Rod Phillips 

Minister 

Appendix B – Mediation participants and process 

Over June and July 2019, I held consultations with stakeholders from municipal and industry sectors that will be most affected by 

transitioning the Blue Box Program to producer responsibility, including: 

 Association of Municipalities of Ontario 

 Canadian Beverage Association 

 Canadian Federation of Independent Business 

 Canadian Newspaper Association 



 City of Toronto 

 Food & Consumer Products of Canada 

 Loblaw 

 Magazines Canada 

 Proctor & Gamble 

 Regional Public Works Commissioners of Ontario 

 Retail Council of Canada 

 Unilever Canada 

 Walmart 

Meeting Date Session 

Wednesday, June 19 Mediation session to discuss a measured timeframe for transition and transitioning blue box assets. 

Thursday, June 20 Public webinar to describe the mediation process, timelines, key issues to be discussed, and the process 

to provide submissions to the mediation process. 

Monday, June 24 Mediation session to discuss standardizing the list of materials and determining eligible sources of blue 

box materials. 

Wednesday, July 3 Mediation session to discuss setting effective diversion targets and promoting increased diversion from 

landfill. 

Tuesday, July 9 Mediation session to discuss ensuring a common collection system. 

Wednesday, July 17 Mediation session to provide a summary of mediation findings and discuss next steps. 

The mediation also received 37 written submissions. 
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Footnotes 

 footnote[1] Back to paragraph^ Please see Appendix B for a list of mediation participants and an overview of mediation 

sessions. 

https://www.ontario.ca/#ref-1


 footnote[2] Back to paragraph^ Recycle BC's 2018 P&PP EPR Plan commits to propose a new target for each category two 

years after maintaining the existing target. 

 

https://www.ontario.ca/#ref-2

