Toronto trash could be coming to county
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Lambton County could end up receiving waste from Toronto and other parts of the province if Michigan decides to close its border to Ontario garbage.

The U.S. House of Representatives is considering bills aimed at restricting the importation of Canadian trash. That has left Toronto, which sends one million tonnes of household waste to Michigan annually, looking for backup or emergency disposal sites within Ontario.

Toronto will spend upwards of $750,000 to send some of its trash to a facility in Guelph this year. But with that site slated to close by the end of the year, Toronto may be forced to look for other areas to send its garbage.

Canadian Waste Services (CWS), which operates the Petrolia and Warwick landfill sites, is currently in the middle of an application to expand the Warwick site so it can receive waste from across Ontario.

"The application is really to reposition the Warwick landfill as a regional site, serving southern, southwestern and central Ontario," said CWS spokesperson Kevin Bechard. "That means we would increase not only the service area, but also the fill rate and the size of the landfill."

Bechard said the certificate of approval for the Warwick site currently precludes it from importing municipal waste from outside the county. If the Warwick application is successful, that site could be used to help alleviate what Bechard calls an acute disposal shortage in the province, not just Toronto.

He said Ontario currently produces about nine million tonnes of waste each year, after diversion. Three million tonnes are exported outside the province, primarily to Michigan, with Toronto making up one third of that amount.

"There's a disposal shortfall and deficit in Ontario and it's significant and compelling," he said. "We're currently exporting one third of our waste to neighbouring jurisdictions. Our response to that is to develop additional landfill which is safe and environmentally acceptable within our own border.

"It's a significant issue we are addressing, in part, through our own initiative for the increase in service capability of the Warwick landfill."

Bechard said the sudden closure of the border to Ontario waste would present a difficult situation.

"The province of Ontario would be in a position of having to react to that in terms of requesting or prescribing that other private or public sites in Ontario receive that waste volume," he said.

According to a recent survey by Oraclepoll Research, 76 per cent of Ontarians favour a "made in Ontario" solution to the province's garbage problem. Only 13 per cent of respondents were in favour of trucking the province's waste to Michigan landfills.

Last year the Ministry of Environment agreed to increase the fill rate and service area of the Petrolia landfill to accept industrial, commercial and institutional waste from across the province.

Sarnia Mayor Mike Bradley said county council's decision last year to allow the expansion of the Petrolia site will give the impression that it also supports an expansion of the Warwick site.

"Last year Lambton County, for some unknown and bizarre reason, instead of keeping the Petrolia landfill site for just Lambton County use, they agreed to allow it to be filled up quicker with waste from across Ontario, which is obviously positioning itself for Toronto garbage," he said. "Why we would want to take on being the garbage receptacle of the rest of Ontario is just beyond comprehension when you look at the efforts we're making on tourism and the environment."

While CWS has a long-term agreement to dispose of the county's municipal waste for 18 more years, the agreement does not cover business and industrial waste.

Bradley fears that if more out-of-county waste is brought into the Petrolia site, the capacity will quickly disappear.

"Industrial and commercial users will be paying huge dollars when that site closes to truck it to the States, St. Thomas, or God knows where," he said.

Asked if he thinks the county could get involved and try to keep Toronto's garbage from coming here, Bradley said, "based on my track record out there with them, no. They're always missing in action on the garbage force."

Bradley believes Ontario's garbage will eventually have to be kept within the province because of the strong movement in the U.S. to stop importing waste from Canada.

"That's why we were urging Toronto to have a backup plan," he said. "But a backup plan didn't mean in Lambton County."

Toronto council approved a plan Wednesday to truck some of their garbage to Michigan at night.

The plan is meant to help unclog the border crossings by spreading the truck traffic out over a 24-hour period.

Bradley said he has spoken with the police chief to be on alert for trucks using city streets in the middle of the night.

Asked what he thought of the decision, Bradley said, "It doesn't deal with the fundamental issue, which is why isn't Toronto dealing with its own waste?"
