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Easy solutions to waste just trash talk
Toronto needs to look at handling trash at home
ROYSON JAMES

Be extremely skeptical of anyone who has a quick and easy answer to Toronto's waste disposal dilemma. It's never been easy to get rid of our trash and it gets more difficult each year. Last week's temporary closure of the U.S. border to the city's trash only underscores the mess. 

A few years back, when city council was on the verge of exporting its waste to an abandoned mine in Kirkland Lake, a number of strident commentators worked themselves into hysterics lambasting the proposal. 

Export it to Michigan, they said, blindly ignoring the risk of border closure. 

The effort to defeat the Adams Mine proposal was so overheated that truth often was sacrificed on the altar of righteousness. Anti-Adams Mine forces, were the forces of goodness and light. 

If an environmental assessment concluded the mine was safe, the critics said the assessment was too narrow or it was influenced by provincial government friends of the proponents. 

If the mayor of Kirkland Lake said his community was in favour of accepting Toronto's trash, and pointed to opinion polls to back up the claim, the opponents said the polls were biased. So Kirkland Lake had the most conclusive referendum possible in November 2000. It's called an election. The anti-dump candidates for mayor and city council were trounced in the polls. Kirkland Lake wanted Toronto's trash after all. 

Opponents weren't satisfied, of course. Kirkland Lake might have wanted Toronto's trash but all the communities around Kirkland Lake, the ones that would have to live with the fallout of polluted water, are opposed to the Adams Mine proposal, they argued. 

We rehashed this only because Adams Mine as an option for Toronto's dump will never go away until Toronto finds a home-grown solution. And finding one is elusive, to say the least. 

Back in 1987, when Toronto started planning for the day its two city-owned and operated dumps would close in Pickering and Maple, the city had what appeared to be a well thought out, workable plan. 

Recycling began earnestly, demonstration projects for composting popped up all over town, backyard composters were given free to residents and schools rolled out effective education efforts. Many materials were banned from landfill sites. 

All the while, the city started a worldwide search for new and emerging technologies to handle our waste. 

And it looked far and wide for a dump to take the remnants, the stuff that couldn't be reused, recycled or reduced. 

Some advocates said the city should abandon the search for a dump and concentrate on the three Rs. Bob Ferguson, the works commissioner at the time, insisted on a fallback position just in case the emerging technologies proved incapable of making garbage disappear totally, leaving no need for a dump. 

But, of course, politics intervened. 

Every landowner across the province who offered a potential site was met with huge opposition, no matter how far from civilisation, no matter how suitable the soil conditions. 

Bob Rae promised that an NDP government would kill all the plans for those dumps and come up with more environmentally appropriate solutions. The Toronto plan was aborted, a new process began, and about $150 million later we still don't have a new dump, the old ones are closed and Toronto sends its trash to Michigan. 

Even if there is not another mad cow scare to give the Americans an excuse to harass Toronto's garbage haulers, there will be other reasons to disrupt the flow of Toronto's garbage south. 

And now the message is clear: few communities want our trash. And if they want it, the communities between here and there will object to the trash passing through their backyards. Sure, Michigan was willing to take our garbage for a fat price. But the towns along Highway 401 are furious. And now the people of Michigan are beginning to say, "What were we thinking?" 

In the end, Toronto abandoned the Adams Mine proposal because there was no way to provide security against open-ended environmental liability. The lawyers killed the deal. And we have been depending on Michigan since. Know the Michigan option is closing fast. 

Soon city council will have to look at ways to handle Toronto's trash at home. What does that mean? 

For one, recycle, reduce and reuse everything we possibly can. All organic waste, like pop cans and bottles will have to be separated at the curb — much like Etobicoke households are doing now, and all Toronto will be doing in three years. 

How far will this go towards making us dump free? Not all the way, for sure. For no matter how successful our waste reduction efforts become, there will still be the challenge of where to dispose of the remaining 10, 20, or 30 per cent that's real garbage. One option is the unpalatable and unpopular incineration. That's a dirty word in Toronto, even though Peel region operates an incinerator in Brampton with no complaints and protests from neighbours. 

If we can incinerate, we should. It's one sure way to handle our own trash residue —after the three Rs — in an urban setting, in our own backyard. 

Protests and politics are likely to kill such an option. But even if they didn't, burning our trash might not even be viable. For if Toronto removes all paper and plastics and organics from the waste stream, the residue won't be the stuff that the furnace of an incinerator feeds off. We might do such a good job with the three Rs that incineration becomes a non-starter. 

So does that take us back to Adams Mine? Maybe. That dump won't be financially viable unless there's a ready supply of garbage. And the more we reduce, recycle and reuse, the less waste will be available for the long trip north. 

Maybe the residue is better disposed of in southern or central Ontario — places like Plympton and Whitevale and... 

Oh, you can hear the screams from there already. 

Like we said, be extremely skeptical of anyone who has a quick and easy answer to Toronto's waste disposal dilemma. 
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