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Canada is drowning in plastic
waste — and recycling won't
save us

Canadians throw away about 3.3 million tonnes of plastic each year. Only
nine percent is recycled.
Part of a Canada's National Observer investigation
By Marc Fawcett-Atkinson
March 9th 2021
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For World Cleanup Day, Greenpeace, community allies and volunteers co-ordinate a cleanup activity and plastic
polluter brand audit. Photo by Amy Scaife / Greenpeace

For the ﬁrst 50 years after plastic was
invented, the idea of only using the longlasting material once was blasphemous, an
affront to values of frugality honed over years
of war and economic strife.

Then, in the late s, the plastics industry launched a
massive marketing campaign — and single-use plastic was
born.
“The happy day has arrived when nobody any longer considers
plastic packages too good to throw away,” Lloyd Stou er said at
the 1963 U.S. National Plastic Conference. Stou er was a U.S.
plastics marketing guru and the man who, in 1956, rst pitched
the idea that a virtually indestructible material — plastic —
should be sold as disposable.
Since then, about 8.3 billion tonnes have been produced; most
has been thrown out. Land lls are stu ed. Oceans and the
animals in them are choked. Plastic particles are even showing
up in human placentas, with unknown health impacts.
Plastic is everywhere: Manhattan, the Marianas Trench, even
Mars.
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A Coke bottle on a beach in Skye, Scotland. Photo by Will Rose / Greenpeace

Faced with this ecological crisis, dozens of Canadian
municipalities and provinces have joined a growing global
movement against plastic pollution. They have introduced bans
and crafted new waste management legislation to try to control
the problem.
Recently, the federal government jumped in, announcing plans
for a national waste strategy that would list plastics as toxic
under Schedule 1 of the Canadian Environmental Protection
Act (CEPA) and a ban on some single-use plastics. Most
importantly, the plan calls for a new “circular economy” that
would rely on massively scaling up existing recycling facilities
and still-nascent recycling technologies to keep disposable
plastic ubiquitous in our daily lives.
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But can recycling really save us?
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Any material in the world can be recycled — if you separate it,
prepare it and pay enough money to put it through the
(recycling) process. The question is, is there a market for it?
That’s what drives recycling,” says Samantha MacBride, an
expert in solid waste management and a professor of urban
environmental studies at the Marxe School of Public A airs at
Baruch College of CUNY in New York City.
“It’s a great industry — it provides jobs, it makes use of what’s
around — but it doesn’t have anything directly to do with
improving the environment.”
Canadians dispose of about 3.3 million tonnes of plastic each
year, according to a 2019 study commissioned by Environment
and Climate Change Canada (ECCC), almost half of which is
packaging. Well over three-quarters currently goes to land lls,
a small proportion is incinerated and about one per cent ends
up directly in the environment.
Only nine per cent — or 305,000 tonnes — is recycled, the 2019
study found.
“
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Left: A pile of garbage found at Sarstangen on the west coast of Svalbard, Norway. Photo by
Christian Åslund / Greenpeace | Right: A northern gannet entangled in a green ﬁshing net in the
U.K. waters of the North Sea. Photo by Marten van Dijl / Greenpeace
https://www.nationalobserver.com/2021/03/09/canada-drowning-plastic-waste-recycling-wont-save-us

5/21

04/06/2021

Canada is drowning in plastic waste — and recycling won't save us | Canada's National Observer: News & Analysis

U.K. waters of the North Sea. Photo by Marten van Dijl / Greenpeace

That’s no surprise. Low oil prices make it di cult for plastic
recyclers, who must invest in expensive sorting and processing
facilities, to compete against already established petrochemical
manufacturers, whose facilities are well integrated with the oil
and gas industry. It’s cheaper to make plastic from so-called
“virgin oil” and put the waste in land lls than it is to recycle old
plastics into new products.
Oil and natural gas producers are betting heavily on continued
growth in virgin plastic production, with the industry expected
to soon account for between 45 and 95 per cent of global
growth in demand for oil and natural gas, according to a
September report by the Carbon Tracker Initiative.
How tech barriers stand in the way of recycling

Beyond economics, recycled plastic production is hindered by
available technology. Mechanical recycling, a method where
plastics are sorted and shredded before being melted down into
pellets to make new products, is by far the most common form
of recycling in Canada. For the process to be e ective, however,
the stream of plastics entering the recycling facility needs to be
clean and well sorted — a requirement that is di cult to meet.
The variety of plastics on the market adds to the challenge:
There are over a dozen types, each with di erent melting
points and manufacturing requirements. Many are also
incorporated into di erent parts of the same consumer
product, which makes sorting di cult or impossible.
D es and other (sometimes poisonous) additi es like

https://www.nationalobserver.com/2021/03/09/canada-drowning-plastic-waste-recycling-wont-save-us

6/21

04/06/2021

Dyes and other (sometimes poisonous) additives, like
plasticizers and re retardants, further complicate the process
and diminish the recycled product’s nal quality. With the
exception of easy-to-sort, single-use bottles like those used for
water or pop, few mechanically recycled plastics can be reused
to hold food, according to a December 2020 report by
Greenpeace Canada.
There is some promise in a suite of new recycling technologies,
collectively called “advanced" or "chemical" recycling, which
break plastics down into their molecular components so they
can be remade into like-new products. Proponents are
optimistic the new methods will be cleaner and more e cient,
but observers have doubts. They also face substantial market
challenges in Canada, pushing some to advance business
ventures in Europe, where regulations forcing plastic
manufacturers to use recycled plastic in their products make
investments in the technology nancially viable. Similar
regulations are included in the federal government's planned
plastic regulations, rst announced in October.
These technical and market limitations mean Canada’s existing
recycling industry focuses almost exclusively on four easy-torecycle plastics:
Canada is drowning in plastic waste — and recycling won't save us | Canada's National Observer: News & Analysis

polyethylene terephthalate (PET), common in carpets, cups and water
bottles
high-density polyethylene (HDPE), common in milk jugs, outdoor
furniture and pipes
low-density polyethylene (LDPE), common in bread and trash bags
polypropylene (PP), common in straws, auto parts and juice bottles

Other plastic products — from Spandex to vinyl siding — are
mostly land lled.
https://www.nationalobserver.com/2021/03/09/canada-drowning-plastic-waste-recycling-wont-save-us

7/21

04/06/2021

Canada is drowning in plastic waste — and recycling won't save us | Canada's National Observer: News & Analysis

And when it comes to market share, producers of recycled
plastics remain small players. Sales of recycled plastics in
Canada were worth about $350 million in 2016 — 30 times less
than sales of plastic made from virgin oil, the 2019 ECCC study
noted.
Shifting responsibility

Regardless, the claim that recycling is the panacea for plastic
pollution has been promoted for decades by the plastics
industry and its allies, says Max Liboiron, professor of
geography at Memorial University and director of the CLEAR
laboratory on plastic pollution.
"Recycling was formalized and launched in 1970 on Earth Day
… by the Container Corporation of America, which had
sponsored a design competition for the now-universal recycling
symbol," explains Liboiron. Industry’s hope was that recycling
would assuage growing concerns among Americans (and
Canadians) about the environmental and aesthetic impact of
pollution, including from disposable plastic.
Global plastic production skyrocketed after 1950, increasing
more than tenfold to reach about 35 million tonnes by 1970.
Very little of it was recycled, and plastic soon in ltrated every
facet of society, from grocery stores to hospitals.
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Cumulative global plastics production, 1950 to 2015
Cumulative global production of plastics, measured in tonnes.
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For instance, blue surgical masks — hallmarks of the COVIDpandemic — were aggressively sold to hospitals in the s to
replace reusable cotton masks. The shift to this "total
disposable system" was sold as a way to reduce hospital labour
and infrastructure costs, despite evidence well-made cotton
masks might work better, a 2020 article in The Lancet notes.
Stou er, the marketing guru, was delighted: “You are lling
trash cans, the rubbish dumps, the incinerators with literally
https://www.nationalobserver.com/2021/03/09/canada-drowning-plastic-waste-recycling-wont-save-us
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billions of plastic bottles, plastic jugs, plastic tubs, skin and
blister packs, plastic bags and lms and sheet packages — and
now, even plastic cans,” he boasted to industry leaders in 1963.
But disposability soon fell under attack. Farmers,
environmentalists and others infuriated by roadside litter
began to point ngers at the plastic industry. Recycling was the
manufacturers’ retort — a front that allowed them to shift
responsibility for plastic waste onto consumers instead of
cutting back on production and pro ts, explains Liboiron.

https://www.nationalobserver.com/2021/03/09/canada-drowning-plastic-waste-recycling-wont-save-us

10/21

04/06/2021

Canada is drowning in plastic waste — and recycling won't save us | Canada's National Observer: News & Analysis

Beach Guardian's cleanup activity in Wadebridge, Cornwall, U.K. Photos by Beach Guardian /
Greenpeace

That’s what American environmentalism out of the s was
— the individualization of environmental problems to let
industry o the hook,” they say. “Recycling is an industry
project. Green consumerism is an industry project. It’s not a
coincidence that the inculturation of environmentalism
happened that way. It’s very American.”
Canadians quickly followed the trend. That storyline remains
evident even now. The majority of plastic waste in Canada
comes from businesses, institutions and industry, yet most
provincial or regional waste management regimes focus on
collecting plastic waste from homes.
“
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And activism against all pollution, including plastic, evolved
quite di erently in other parts of the world, Liboiron points
out. For example, Maori land guardians in New Zealand have
linked plastic pollution to land and food sovereignty issues and
are working to move people towards relying on local,
unpackaged food sources, they say.
Hanging onto the recycling myth

Still, in Ottawa today, the idea that recycling is salvation
remains prominent, both in the federal government’s plastics
plan and on the lips of industry lobbyists.
“Industry agrees that we have a plastic waste matter that needs
to be addressed,” says Elena Mantagaris, vice-president for the
plastics division of the Chemistry Industry Association of
Canada (CIAC), the country’s leading plastics industry lobbying
group. “But we believe that it’s not the use of plastics that’s the
issue — it’s the end-of-life management.”
The organization has pushed the Trudeau government to
refrain from listing plastics as "toxic" under CEPA, a key part of
the federal plan to reduce plastic waste announced last
October. Instead, the CIAC wants the federal government to coordinate a national plastic waste management regime. Other
industry groups and companies have also been advocating for a
similar approach.
Waste management currently falls under provincial
jurisdiction and recycling programs are managed by
municipalities, creating a patchwork of rules around what can
— and can't — be recycled in the country.
https://www.nationalobserver.com/2021/03/09/canada-drowning-plastic-waste-recycling-wont-save-us
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Plastic waste on a street in Vancouver. Photo by Marc Fawcett-Atkinson

That's confusing for Canadians putting their trash in the
sorting bin and makes it tricky for industry to develop easy-torecycle products, including packaging. Some municipal sorting
facilities can accept most plastic types; others can't. The lack of
a co-ordinated waste stream reduces the amount of well-sorted,
high-quality raw plastic available to recycling companies. As a
result, lower-quality and badly sorted plastics usually end up in
land lls or might be sent overseas via the U.S.
“Instead of having (thousands) of di erent recycling programs,
get one,” says Mantagaris. She points to the concept of
extended producer responsibility (EPR) as the solution. EPR
programs force plastic producers to fund and operate recycling
systems for their products.
https://www.nationalobserver.com/2021/03/09/canada-drowning-plastic-waste-recycling-wont-save-us
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Theoretically, transferring scal responsibility for recycling to
producers incentivizes them to become more e cient, create
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products that are easier to recycle and invest in innovative
recycling technology.
“One system, and industry will pay for it, industry will manage
it,” Mantagaris says.
Ontario, Quebec and New Brunswick are planning to
implement EPR programs. However, environmentalists point
out that B.C., which has the country’s most advanced EPR, still
has a poor recycling record. In 2019, only about 46 per cent of
plastic packaging was recovered, the program’s most recent
annual report stated.
The December report by Greenpeace pointed out half of B.C.’s
waste ends up in land lls, incinerators or the environment.
And researchers at Memorial University found the B.C.
program has had almost no impact on the volume of waste
found on the province’s shoreline.
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For World Cleanup Day, Greenpeace, community allies and volunteers co-ordinate a cleanup
activity and plastic polluter brand audit. Photos by Amy Scaife / Greenpeace

That is particularly concerning because ocean plastic pollution
is among the factors driving the government's decision to
regulate plastic. In 2018, the Trudeau government committed
to the international Oceans Plastic Charter, an informal
agreement to drastically reduce plastic pollution while
increasing the amount of recycled plastic on the market. And
while the proposed plan aims to meet these international
targets, actually achieving them without cutting back on how
much plastic Canadians use will be a struggle,
environmentalists say.
To meet the charter’s goals, mechanical recycling facilities,
which currently handle about seven per cent of the country’s
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which currently handle about seven per cent of the country s
plastic waste, would need to roughly triple capacity by 2030.
Canada’s chemical recycling rate would need to skyrocket from
one per cent to 36 per cent. And even then, recycling could only
take care of 62 per cent of the country’s plastic waste. The
remainder would end up in incinerators, land lls or the
environment, the 2019 ECCC-commissioned report projects.
Canada is drowning in plastic waste — and recycling won't save us | Canada's National Observer: News & Analysis

Reduction over recycling

Focusing on building better recycling systems misses the point,
says MacBride, the professor at CUNY.
“The direction we should be heading is drastically reducing the
amount of plastic coursing through our economies,” she says.
That doesn’t mean getting rid of plastic entirely — it is
necessary for some products like medical devices, she says.
Rather, MacBride would like to see a systemic change to our
throwaway culture.
That's particularly important because ridding the world of the
plastic we've already created is almost impossible, Liboiron
points out.
"Plastic can’t be contained," they say. “It’s one of the most
durable things in the world. It’ll last epochs” — which means
reducing how much we produce is key to keeping it out of the
environment.
When consulted as an expert during the federal policy’s initial
drafting phase, they recommended ending subsidies for the oil
and petrochemical industry to slow plastic production.
According to the December Greenpeace report, those subsidies
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have topped $334 million to virgin oil plastic producers alone
since 2017. Canada's oil and gas industries, for their part,
receive about $4.8 billion annually in public subsidies noted a
December 2020 analysis by the International Institute for
Sustainable Development.
Still, cutting back production is only half the solution, they say.
Canadian policy-makers need to take a holistic look at how
Canadians eat, move and otherwise inhabit the world — then
develop locally tailored systems that make it possible to live
well without disposable plastic.
"There are people alive (who) have memories of before there
was disposable packaging,” they note. “They ate things. They
were OK.”
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ROY BRANDER | 3 months ago
I'm not quite sure how we're drowning in plastic, if we aren't drowning in all the
other stuff we throw out that doesn't degrade. Old concrete, old lumber and bricks
from demolished buildings. Everybody throws a can into the dump every week, but
plastic is only a fraction of it.
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Erwin Dreessen | 3 months ago
If low-density polyethylene (LDPE), common in bread and trash bags, is one the four
most recycled plastic products, how come my municipality (Ottawa) doesn't want me
to put it in my blue box?
Even since we've had the green bin as well as blue and black boxes, I ﬁnd the
majority of what I send to the landﬁll consisting of soft plastic.
Agreed that the root solution is to make and use less of the stuff. A $170/ton carbon
tax should help.
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Ron Pascoe | 3 months ago
A small but soon to be big Canadian company, Cielo Waste Solutions has some
answers to these pressing problems. They are building plants to convert all types
plastics and other waste and can make renewable diesel as a byproduct thereby
decreasing the need for fossil fuels. Other Canadian companies are making plant
based packaging. It would have been great to see companies like these, who are
helping to solve the problem, featured in a future article.
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Heather E MacKay | 3 months ago
"Focusing on building better recycling systems MISSES THE POINT, says MacBride,
the professor at CUNY.
“The direction we should be heading is drastically reducing the amount of plastic
coursing through our economies... doesn’t mean getting rid of plastic entirely — it is
necessary for some products like medical devices, she says. Rather, MacBride would
like to see a SYSTEMIC CHANGE TO OUR THROWAWAY CULTURE" (my emphasis in
CAPs). EXACTLY Recycling as "saviour of our planet destroying plastic addiction is like moving the
deck chairs on the Titanic after hitting the iceberg!! And let's be clear about so called
https://www.nationalobserver.com/2021/03/09/canada-drowning-plastic-waste-recycling-wont-save-us
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"private corporations" and their expert snake oil salesmen ability to divorce
themselves from cradle to grave responsibility for ALL their waste/by-products from
the parts, processes, products, packaging, distribution, transportation of goods, etc.,
especially the oil/gas/petro-chemical industry. They are masters of distraction from
the real issue.
IMO, plastics represent the BIGGEST obstacle to breaking our ADDICTION to fossil
fuels - not so much the energy replacement issue (although we know how hard that
has been undermined by the Usual Suspects). Plastic packaging - and multiple
layers of it - is a huge contributor to this problem, like how many layers of plastic
should be used to display a tool set? How about none? Not 3 or 4. Like we are
talking here about something that is not for human consumption. Like 5 minutes
after each tool is used, it's going to be dirty.....
The fundamental issue here, as with climate change, is the toxic environmental,
health and socio-economic effects/inequalities from extraction capitalism. Obviously,
the powerful wealthy and political classes that support it are NOT going to provide
sustainable answers. (Trudeau's proven to be as untrustworthy as Harper, when it
comes to the FF industry.) It's all forgotten (wilful blindness really) that these
corporations got the permits to extract the raw materials from this continent for
peanuts. Then the settler colonial government gives away our tax payer $$ in huge
subsidies/tax cuts with NO accountability besides what the corps themselves have
deﬁned as their "box". The bottom line is that the public bears the costs of this no
accountability regime, with some added guilt sprinkled on top for individual
consumers, because they aren't being "good citizens" by recycling enough. Or the
worst (or usual?) scenario, we pay for the destruction with our taxes, pay to keep
"the jobs", to clean up the mess while the corps and shareholders line their pockets
with our money , with income inequality, with our health, with our food security, with
the planet - that is the ONLY place we have to live. [Sidebar: Haven't you wondered
why the Tech *Boys* are spending trillions on space travel?! } All of us are just guinea
pigs for whatever toxic cocktails are created in the name of proﬁt and wealth
concentration. ** End Rant.
Our ONLY HOPE is supporting and allying with the young climate activists,
organizations like 350.org and Raven's Trust, First Nation youth and elders, and
supporting return to indigenous values of being good stewards of this world, and
yes it can be done and people can work for a living wage, be safe, and their kids,
grandkids, will have a liveable planet and sustainable future, instead of the
dystopian nightmare we are living through right now.
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Heather E MacKay | 3 months ago

P.S., Re the permits, let's not forget that those are issued by the "Crown" which
stole the land from the First Nations on top of everything else I noted above.
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